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ABSTRACT
In my previous role as the Assistant Director for Campus Programs at the
University of Vermont, (UVM) I noticed fewer and fewer college men pursing leadership
opportunities during their time in college. Student affairs practitioners and scholars
recognize the benefits and enhanced outcomes students gain by participating in
meaningful activities in college (Astin, 1984; J. P. Dugan, 2006; Komives et al., 2005;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Quaye et al., 2019; Tinto, 1987). When college men are
responsible for higher numbers of conduct violations, sexual misconduct issues, and high
risk drug and alcohol use in college (Harper & Harris, 2010; Young et al., 2017), we face
a crisis on two fronts; lack of positive leadership role modeling and unhealthy negative
behaviors manifesting in college.
Guided by constructivism as its epistemological foundation, this qualitative study
uses Marcia Baxter Magolda’s (2001) theory of self-authorship as its guiding theoretical
framework to explore the motivations of college men to pursue leadership roles and how
they made meaning of their gender through their college leadership experiences. Through
semi-structured interviews with 10 college men aged 19-22 in leadership roles at the
University of Vermont, I studied how students developed epistemological, intrapersonal,
and interpersonal foundations through leadership roles in college, and whether their
views of masculinity were impacted by participating in leadership roles. To guide
students in a deeper reflection of their motivation to pursue leadership, participants drew
leadership life maps from the start of their involvement journey in high school to their
current college leadership role. Finally, to transition the conversation from leadership and
motivation to gender, participants engaged in the gender box activity to explore external
and internal expectations of masculinity, and further reflected how they learned for
themselves “how to be a man”. Throughout both exercises, participants were asked
questions framed in self-authorship’s three dimensions of development: How do I know
what I know?; Who am I?; and What is my relationship with others?.
The aim of this study was to explore why some college men pursue leadership
roles, and how they were challenged to make meaning of leadership and masculinity
through these formalized positions. Results reveal various motivations to pursue
leadership, positional leadership roles led to developmental growth in three domains of
self-authorship, and participants experienced the most change in their meaning making
around gender and masculinity through informal, peer-led environments. Findings from
this study provide student affairs practitioners with knowledge to recruit men into
leadership roles in order to provide healthier alternatives to the destructive behaviors that
negatively impact campus communities. I also make suggestions on how to best facilitate
deeper meaning-making capacities for college men around leadership, motivation, and
masculinity.
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PREFACE
Four female college students sit in a dimly lit conference room; tensions are high.
They are all members of the UVM Program Board and hold coveted positions on the
executive board. This groups plans over 70 events throughout the academic year that
engage over 8,000 of UVM’s 10,000+ students. These four women are responsible for
selecting the next crop of student leaders to carry on the work of their organization and
eventually take their places on the board. They scroll through 125 applications totaling
over 500 pages. Some are lengthy and detailed, meant to persuade the committee why
they would be the best choice for the role. They were on prom committee in high school,
currently serve as a resident assistant, or have attended over 20 UVM Program Board
events and want to learn more. Others are short and to the point; they lack focus and
prose and fail to rouse the committee. As the hours stretch on, the students become
frustrated by the patterns they are noticing. Why are so few men applying and why do
their applications lack so much substance? They are filling 15 positions and hope that the
applicant pool will be reflective of the gender breakdown at UVM, but the majority of the
men applying have “phoned in” their applications. Fed up, Addison exclaims, “well this
is just ridiculous. I hate that we have to give positions to men who don’t deserve it when
there are so many others who really want this and put in so much effort!” The other
women solemnly look toward Addison and nod in agreement. The committee makes their
final recommendations and leaves the room defeated.
I would love to say the narrative you just read is an isolated incident, but it is
easily the tenth meeting I have sat in with the same outcome. Year after year, I notice a
1

lack of men participating in leadership opportunities offered in student affairs such as
orientation leader, program board, and the Week of Welcome Squad. I have spent
countless hours debating and brainstorming with colleagues about the issue of college
men’s engagement and what we could do better to entice this population of students to
lead. All these positions are paid, provide structured leadership development, improve
communication skills, and are notable resume builders, and yes, they are fun, too! So why
is it so challenging to motivate college men to pursue leadership?
The University of Vermont has been struggling to find methods to encourage
more positive behaviors and outcomes for college men. In a period of low involvement
for men in positional leadership positions, UVM administrators are searching for ways to
engage them in healthier ways. Fewer men in co-curricular leadership roles trickles down
to less representation and role modeling for others to see as healthy examples of how to
positively contribute to the UVM community.

2

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Involvement in college leadership often sparks a desire to be a positive change
agent in communities beyond the university. Both data and scholarship demonstrate
positive outcomes for the individual and the institution when students pursue
involvement and leadership opportunities in college (Astin, 1984; J. P. Dugan, 2006;
Komives et al., 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Quaye et al., 2019; Tinto, 1987).
Current trends at the University of Vermont highlight that fewer men are engaged and
connected during their first six weeks on campus, a crucial time for student engagement
and retention (Levitz & Noel, 1989). During the first six weeks at UVM, 33.9% of
women are involved in a club or organization, compared to 18.6% of men. Men also
polled the lowest of all groups in the indicator “Feel they belong at UVM” and had higher
rates of high risk drinking and cannabis use compared to women (“First Six Weeks
Survey,” 2019). These trends of low engagement for men at UVM continue as
administrators like me see fewer men applying for positional leadership roles on campus.
If positive outcomes are linked to leadership attainment in college, should student
affairs practitioners be concerned that men are not pursuing leadership opportunities?
When coupled with the disproportionate rate of conduct cases, sexual misconduct, drugs
and alcohol use, student affairs educators would be remiss not to explore explanations for
men’s lack of intent to pursue leadership opportunities in college (Harper & Harris, 2010;
Young et al., 2017). “Higher education leaders are searching to better understand the
theoretical and epistemological underpinning that inform destructive hegemonic
masculinity. We see the negative impact…on people of any gender identity across
colleges and universities, inside and outside the classroom” (Barone, 2019, p. ix). The
3

following section explains the current problem and describes my examination of the
phenomenon of low engagement of men in positional leadership roles at the University of
Vermont.
1.1 Statement of the Problem
American colleges and universities are struggling to find healthy ways to engage
men in experiences that provide positive educational outcomes. College men are
responsible for the majority of negative behaviors on college campuses such a sexual
misconduct, high risk drinking, illicit drug use, and conduct violations (Capraro, 2000;
Harper & Harris, 2010; Iwamoto et al., 2014; Zamboanga et al., 2017). Edwards and
Jones’ (2009) qualitative study of 10 college men found that the social expectations of
college masculinity encouraged partying, binge drinking, drug use, engaging in
competitive heterosexual sex, rule breaking, and underpreparing academically. College
men who adhere to dominant ideologies surrounding masculinity are more likely to
experience depression (Good & Wood, 1995), hold homophobic views (Rhoads, 1995),
and be involved in judicial offenses (Harper & Harris, 2010). Furthermore, college men
may be more at risk of missing developmental gains due to lower participation rates in
co-curricular activities (Pike et al., 2003). The combination of low participation and
engagement on campus coupled with the perpetration of negative behaviors leaves higher
education institutions at a crossroads; let this behavior continue or develop interventions
to promote healthier options in college.
This issue cannot be viewed as singular to the college experience. Despite studies
that show women are more effective leaders (Hernandez Bark et al., 2016) and score
higher on all eight leadership constructs of the Social Change Model of Leadership
4

Development (J. P. Dugan, 2006), men comprise the vast majority of leadership positions
outside of college in many sectors including finance, medicine, education, and more
(“Barriers and Bias,” n.d.). Without formal leadership training, or an exploration of
masculinity, these negative behaviors manifest outside of college. In the “Me Too” era,
American society is especially aware of the harm that comes from men in positions of
power who uphold hegemonic and toxic forms of masculinity.
1.2 Study Overview
This study was grounded in a constructivist approach, exploring the stories and
lived experiences of participants (Crotty, 1998). College men in co-curricular positional
leadership roles at the University of Vermont served as participants in the study. Ten
participants took part in semi-structured interviews paired with two self-reflective
activities to elicit meaning making and responses framed in Baxter Magolda’s (2001)
theory of self-authorship. Self-authorship explores how students move from reliance on
external formulas, to trusting their own voice, or becoming the author of their own life.
External formulas, described as “prescribed plans or predetermined scripts for success in
adult life” that college students often gleaned from those around them, proved less useful
as students followed a development trajectory throughout college (p. 71). The journey
toward self-authorship is based in three dimensions of development: epistemological
development; intrapersonal development; and interpersonal development. These three
dimensions inform the structure and content of open-ended interview questions that were
paired with leadership life mapping, and a gender box exercise to elicit participant
reflection and meaning making surrounding masculinity and motivation to lead. This
study explored the following research questions:
5

•

What motivates college men at UVM to pursue positional leadership opportunities
while in college?

•

How are college men at UVM making meaning of their positional leadership roles
during their undergraduate careers through the lens of masculinity and gender
identity?

•

How do leadership experiences aid men in their journey toward self-authorship?
o How can involvement in leadership activities in college serve as a
disruptor to help men critically examine external formulas relating to
gender and masculinity?
o How did men who pursue leadership opportunities in college experience
dissonance that made them critical of prescribed gender expectations?
1.3 Significance of Study
College students engaged with campus life glean greater outcomes from college

(Astin, 1984; Kuh et al., 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Quaye et al., 2019). Yet,
these outcomes are conditional and vary based on many characteristics including precollege background, race, gender identity, socioeconomic status, first-generation status,
and more (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). I focused on men to examine the outcomes for
a specific demographic: college men in leadership roles at the University of Vermont.
Through this study, student affairs practitioners can gain insight into what motivates men
to pursue leadership roles to potentially break the cycle of low engagement of college
men. If more men are involved in leadership, could colleges and universities see a drop in
harmful and destructive behaviors? We all benefit from men exploring their masculinity
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and uncovering the dangers of prescribed gender expectations if it leads to positive
change. This study contributes to the scant body of research surrounding college men in
leadership roles and how they make meaning of their motivation to become involved.

7

CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Higher education scholars have long espoused the positive outcomes of student
involvement in meaningful activities during college. Student affairs practitioners have
served as conduits to student development by fostering meaningful experiences to
promote student growth. Yet, studies show men may not be taking full advantage of
opportunities for developmental growth in college (Tillapaugh & McGowan, 2019). In
the following section, I review the wealth of literature and scholarship surrounding
gender and leadership as it pertains to college students, identifying room for future
studies, particularly around college men and motivation to lead. I also review the theory
of self-authorship and its applications to college men and masculinity. The literature
outlined in this section provides clarity around terminology, offers a review of past
scholarship and research, and outlines a conceptual framework to support the research
questions outlined earlier.
2.1 Terminology
The following terminology offers definitions that best align with the context of
this study, as framed within the fields of higher education, student affairs, leadership, and
gender. A shared understanding of this terminology provides readers with a common
ground to best review this study. It is helpful for readers to understand that scholars and
researchers quoted throughout the study may use different terminology, and I have kept
their language intact.

8

2.1.1. Gender and Sex
Because I deliberately focused on gender identity development of college men,
the use of language around biological sex and gender are important terms to distinguish
and avoid using interchangeably. The terms male and males refer to identifiers of sex,
whereas men, man, and masculinity refer to the social constructs of gender. Tillapaugh
and McGowan (2019) explained:
If we use the term males, we are doing a disservice because ultimately by
focusing on sex we are essentializing masculinity and manhood in the body or
biologically determined idea rather than understanding gender (and thus being a
man) as a socially constructed idea that is performed. (p. 6)
The same concept is applied to femininity, women, woman versus female and females.
Throughout this study, you may also see the term trans*. The use of the asterisk after
trans is to signify any gender identity that does not identify as cisgender. Cisgender refers
to someone who exclusively identifies as their sex assigned at birth, meaning their sex
aligns with their gender identity (TSER, 2020). Trans* is used as an umbrella term to
promote inclusivity of multiple genders as well as the fluidity of gender. Throughout the
study, I was intentional about using gender markers, but have not changed the language
of scholars and participants who use sex and gender interchangeably.
2.1.2 Toxic and Hegemonic Masculinity
Toxic masculinity is defined as “adherence to hegemonic masculine gender role
socialization” (Tillapaugh & McGowan, 2019, p. 2). Hegemonic masculinity, similarly
“functions to secure men’s dominance over women and peoples whose identities
transgress the gender binary” (Wagner et al., 2018, p. 64). Society views hegemonic
9

masculinity as culturally normative, thus men are rarely challenged to think
introspectively about gender. Wagner et al. (2018) noted that hegemonic masculinity is
often characterized by “physical strength, sexual prowess, emotional stoicism,
competitive impulses and willingness to commit and endure violence” as normative
qualities and behaviors (p. 73).
2.1.3 Positional Leadership Role
Position leadership refers to a role a student applies for or is elected to in college.
These roles are formalized such as a member of an executive board of a club, student
government association senator, president of a fraternity, captain of a sports team,
orientation leader, resident assistant, or tour guide. Although some of these positions may
be voluntary and others are tied to compensation, they are all roles students must apply
for and undergo a selection process to obtain the role. A distinct difference exists
between positional leadership and involvement in college for the purposes of this study.
An involved student may be a member of a club, a brother in a fraternity, or on an athletic
team, but does not hold a formal leadership role.
2.2 Involvement and Leadership in College
Foundational and recent scholarship on collegiate students’ cocurricular
involvement acknowledges that when students devote time and energy to purposeful
activities in college, they expect to make cognitive and affective gains and are less likely
to engage in high risk behaviors (Allen et al., 2000; Astin, 1984; Komives & Wagner,
2009; Kuh, 2016; Kuh et al., 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Quaye et al., 2019).
Involvement is defined as an investment of psychological and physical energy in the
10

student experience along a continuum through their college career (Astin, 1984). These
outcomes include higher academic achievement, enhanced interpersonal and
intrapersonal development, and stronger outcomes associated with the Social Change
Model of Leadership Development (Allen et al., 2000; Dugan & Komives, 2011;
Magolda, 1992). Additionally, students involved on campus are more likely to be
retained by the university (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 2012). Pascarella and Terenzini (2005)
found that the energy and time students contributed to engagement was positively
correlated with the desired outcomes of an undergraduate education.
Moving beyond involvement, additional positive outcomes are linked to students
in positional leadership roles in college (Shertzer & Schuh, 2004). Furthermore, serving
as a club officer increased leadership development (Ewing et al., 2009), promoted
decision-making (Rubin et al., 2002), developed stronger community values (Foreman &
Retallick, 2016) and resulted in higher levels of developing purpose, educational
involvement, educational purpose, life management, and cultural participation (Cooper et
al., 1994).
The Social Change Model of Leadership Development is one model that promotes
student learning and developmental alongside positive social change (Higher Education
Research Institute, 1996). Rooted in three levels (individual, group, and
community/society), the Social Change Model espouses seven core values called the “7
C’s” of leadership development and social change (p. 21). Since its inception, scholars
and practitioners partnered to develop tools and assessments to enact and measure the
outcomes associated with the model. One such model, the Socially Responsible
Leadership Scale was developed “to examine the leadership styles of college men and
11

women using the social change model as a conceptual framework” (J. P. Dugan, 2006, p.
220). In Dugan’s study, students in positional leadership roles scored higher than nonleaders on the Socially Responsible Leadership Scale (SRLS), indicating that additional
gains are obtained through a deeper level of involvement. More recently, student activism
is being framed as a form of leadership because of its shared positive outcomes including
civic mindedness, social change, political engagement and a shared sense of social
responsibility (Martin et al., 2019). Even without the designation of a positional
leadership role, activists’ outcomes mirror those of students in formalized leadership
roles. Therefore, it is in an institution’s best interest to promote and encourage
involvement and leadership opportunities to the widest range of students, not only for the
benefit of the university, but also for the personal benefit and gains of individuals. It is
the role of student affairs practitioners to develop these conditions for cocurricular
learning.
It should be noted that the formative literature surrounding leadership in student
affairs was mostly conducted by White, cisgender men and can be linked to studies that
mainly center the experiences of White students with little room for students with diverse
identities and experiences, and their intersections. This body of work reveals area for
future study both by scholars that hold marginalized identities and also through the
studies that decentralize White, cisgender students. Taylor and Brownell (2017) asserted,
“as work to develop leaders and advance leadership education continues, increasingly
nuanced perspectives and theories on leadership are necessary, especially those that
consider the complexity and intersection of social identities” (p. 332). They call for a
critical leadership education framework that takes into consideration contextual
12

understanding of leadership theories, interpersonal interactions, and historical
perspectives on social issues. For example, Domingue (2015) found that many leadership
development models failed to consider both the racial and gender identities of Black
women college students, which had a profound impact on their leadership outcomes and
development. She suggested that leadership development should also center the
“collective and individual contributions of black women historical leaders to interrupt
dominant ideology of who, and how one, can exercise leadership” (p. 470). Both student
affairs practitioners and scholars should be aware of the limitations of this body of
research and how it might narrow its generalizability across all populations of students.
2.3 The Role of Student Affairs in Student Development
Modern forms of student affairs were influenced by pragmatic values which
espoused learning from doing. With the learner as the focus, student affairs practitioners
placed importance on environments for students to reflect on their actions in order to
develop the “whole” student (Akens et al., 2019, p. 10). Furthermore, student affairs
practitioners have a responsibility “to develop a critical awareness of social identities and
their positionality within systems of oppression, so that students learn not only about
dominant and often unconscious social beliefs, but also how to use their privilege to truly
support social change” (Domingue, 2015, p. 468). In this way, student affairs
practitioners serve as guides, mentors, and partners to “structure to a student’s education,
help make meaning, and connect an understanding of developmental theory to one’s lived
experience in more informal ways not tied to any academic coursework or only within the
four walls of a classroom” (Guthrie & Jenkins, 2018, p. 10).

13

One way students develop during college is through the process of meaning
making, or as Kegan (1982) defined it, how humans understand and organize feelings,
perceptions, thoughts, and experiences. Growth over a lifetime is marked in five
developmental stages, thus, making sense of the world becomes an important aspect of
development. Baxter Magolda built on Kegan’s work by studying college students and
developing the theory of self-authorship (2001), and later with King (2004) the Learning
Partnership Model to provide a framework for higher education practitioners and student
affairs practitioners to best engage students in developmental learning and growth. For
the purposes of this study, I explored how college men made meaning of masculinity and
gender through the lens of their positional leadership roles.
2.4 Involvement, Leadership, and Masculinity
Student affairs practitioners are uniquely poised to intervene in creating
environments for men to make meaning of their gender and guide them toward positive
college outcomes. In comparison to other genders, men may be more at risk of missing
developmental gains due to lower participation rates in co-curricular activities (Pike et
al., 2003). Additionally, college men who adhered to dominant ideologies surrounding
masculinity were more likely to experience depression (Good & Wood, 1995), hold
homophobic views (Iconis, 2010; Rhoads, 1995), and be involved in judicial offenses
(Harper & Harris, 2010). Leadership and involvement in college can serve as
interventions to help men unlearn hegemonic masculinity and become positive forces in
their community (Laker, 2019), in addition to potentially curbing men’s negative
behaviors:

14

Student affairs programs that raise students’ consciousness of social group
identities in general, expose men to historical and literary figures who offer new
ways of being a man, and offer alternative versions of masculinity may be
effective in helping men begin to transcend the traditional definition of
masculinity. (Edwards & Jones, 2009, p. 224)
With an expanded perspective beyond the hegemonic views and behaviors associated
with masculinity, student affairs practitioners are positioned to have a positive impact on
men by curtailing destructive behaviors and attitudes by encouraging participation in
leadership. Involvement in college led men to form relationships with influential adults.
Edwards and Jones’ (2009) study of men’s reckoning with toxic masculinity found that
counseling, mentoring, supervisory or coaching relationships provided opportunities for
educators to connect directly with college men to foster positive outcomes. In addition to
student affairs practitioners, peers are poised to have a lasting impact on college men’s
views, behaviors, and actions.
Men are the most influential in their communities when they learn to hold other
men accountable for their destructive behaviors and oppressive views (Tillapaugh &
McGowan, 2019). Through involvement in leadership, college men can hold their peers
accountable by tying positive behaviors to the values of their organization (Tillapaugh &
McGowan, 2019). Although much has been studied about men’s negative behaviors in
college, and the positive outcomes gleaned from leadership, more research is needed
about college men’s motivations to pursue leadership opportunities. Furthermore, the
majority of the literature on positive outcomes for college men surrounds involvement,
and not the impact of positional leadership on student development. Less contemporary
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studies of leadership skill development suggested that students who hold formal
leadership positions gain greater leadership (Antonio, 2000; Cress et al., 2001; Smart et
al., 2002) yet there are a lack of recent studies pertaining specifically to college men in
leadership roles.
2.5 Men and Meaning Making
Student affairs practitioners have a moral responsibility to help young men
understand how they have been socialized around gender identity and what their
perception of masculinity means for their future beyond college (Harper & Harris, 2010).
To encourage men to make meaning of their masculinity and create positive change in
their communities, student affairs practitioners need to provide developmental
environments for reflection, and embolden men to discard harmful notions of masculinity
espoused by their peers. Peer influence is often upheld as one of the most important
factors in college students’ decision making (Astin, 1984; Larimer et al., 2004; Tomova
& Pessoa, 2018). However, when viewed through a gendered lens, peer influence can
often reinforce gender norms and expectations. Foste et al. (2012) explored how college
men made meaning of their gender and surmised that the intense need for men to be
accepted by other men led to negative behaviors and attitudes to uphold restrictive gender
norms. Peers served as “gender police” (p. 130) to reinforce norms and uphold toxic
forms of masculinity. The authors encouraged student affairs professionals to “consider
men as gendered beings and challenge them to interrogate what they have learned about
becoming a man” (p. 136). They followed “Seth” who explored his gender identity and
notions of masculinity through the interview process. When confronted with making
meaning of his socialization regarding masculinity, he became more conscious of his
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gender identity, which led him to shift his focus away from violent and aggressive
behaviors toward pursing leadership and involvement opportunities on campus. Although
Seth’s story is just one student’s lived experience, it highlights the importance of creating
space for men to make meaning of their gender identity, which may ultimately lead to
rejecting toxic masculinity and exploring more positive behaviors such as pursuing
leadership in college. Further studies are needed to explore whether leadership serves as a
positive intervention to disrupt toxic attitudes and behaviors of college men.
Similarly, Edwards and Jones’ (2009) qualitative study of 10 college men found
that the social expectations of college masculinity encouraged partying, binge drinking,
drug use, engaging in competitive heterosexual sex, rule breaking, and not preparing
academically. Men felt trapped by these norms which manifested in negative behaviors,
yet struggled with how to take off the “man face” (p. 223) of social expectations of
masculinity. Cocurricular experiences in which men can redefine societal expectations of
masculinity and learn different ways to both exist as a man and hold other men
accountable are what student affairs professional should strive toward. More research is
needed on how leadership roles for men can foster meaning making around masculinity
and leadership.
There are few studies that explore self-authorship and masculinity, and none that
make connections to motivation to lead in college. The two studies discussed below
explore the intersections of masculinity and sexuality in college men in response to the
overwhelming body of literature that focuses solely on straight men. Shadix’s (2017)
qualitative study of 11 gay undergraduate men concluded that men do not understand
gender in isolation, rather in tandem with the intersection of several identities and actions
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including involvement on campus. Men in this study explored how they made meaning of
gender expectations and leaned into involvement on campus to challenge normative
scripts of masculinity to instead focus on creativity and service. Similarly, Orozco and
Perez-Felkner (2018) explored how Latino gay men in college made meaning of their
identity through the framework of self-authorship to understand intersecting marginalized
identities. Their journey to learn more about their identities closely aligned with the
concept of conocimiento, “where they find a sense of belonging, giving meaning to who
they are, and giving themselves a sense of purpose” (p. 389). Their scholarship
contributes to the literature on self-authorship and intersectionality, yet does not explore
the intersections of gender and leadership. I hope to bridge the gap in exploring selfauthorship, masculinity, and motivation to lead.
2.6 Men and Positional Leadership
An increased emphasis on research that examines men and masculinity has
emerged in the last two decades, with higher education scholars forming connections to
college leadership. Tillapaugh and Haber-Curran (2016) examined the leadership
practices and self-perceived leadership gender roles, norms, and expectations of six
collegiate cisgender men who held various campus leadership positions through a
qualitative case study/phenomenology hybrid study. Their findings suggested that men in
formal leadership roles defied traditional gender stereotypes and, “viewed their role as a
way to positively influence the organization and its members rather than as a platform
from which to exert power and control” (p. 142). They also recognized the need to build
relationships, focus on the sustainability of the organization, and resist
masculine/feminine leadership dichotomies.
18

2.7 How Men Lead
A growing body of scholarship on college men and masculinity (Catalano, 2014;
Harper & Harris, 2010; Kimmel, 2008; Kimmel et al., 2011) as well as trans* students
(Jourian & Simmons, 2017; Nicolazzo et al., 2016) aimed to dispel myths and stereotypes
about gendered assumptions about leadership and create a more inclusive and
intersectional view of gender and leadership. Tillapaugh and Haber-Curran (2016)
encouraged scholars to move beyond the differences between genders and focus on a
holistic view of leadership and gender. They argued, “very little of the current research
has sought to understand how individuals view or practice leadership using their gender
as a lens, particularly in concern with student leadership” (p. 15). The majority of the
literature on gender and leadership viewed gender as a binary, comparing the differences
between men and women. Past scholarship has focused on the differences in how college
men and women lead (Haber-Curran, 2013) and Social Change Model of Leadership
Development outcomes based on gender (J. P. Dugan et al., 2009), yet few studies
explored why men chose to lead and the impact of leadership on their perceptions of
mascilinity. Baxter Magolda (1999) explored this dualism in her study on the
developmental differences between men and women in college.
Baxter Magolda (1999) found more similarities than differences developmentally
in men and women, but noted there were nuances in ways of knowing and reasoning
patterns. Women were more likely to be “interindividual pattern knowers” as they
developed closer connections to peers and authorities, but not at the expense of having
their own ideas (p. 48-49). Women were more comfortable with their ideas and were
finding their voice. Men were more likely to be “impersonal-pattern knowers”,
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prioritizing interactions with others primarily to increase their own understanding, with
knowledge mastery as their main objective (p. 47). They valued challenges over
developing relationships, with less willingness to distance themselves from authorities as
interindividual pattern knowers. This study did not provide any insights into trans*
students since her study involved only cisgender students. Student affairs literature could
benefit from more updated studies that center men as the primary focus, so researchers
can isolate how they learn and develop, rather than producing more comparative studies
between genders. Tillapaugh and Haber-Curran (2016) agreed, “research often narrows in
on differences between men and women, which limits the opportunity for understanding
identity groups in more depth” (p. 13). Very little of the current research has sought to
understand how individuals view or practice leadership using their gender as a lens,
particularly as it pertains to student leadership. They continued, “much of the current
literature on gender and leadership emphasizes the differences of leadership by gender,
setting up a dichotomous, yet often false, adversarial relationship” (p. 17).
Beatty and Tillapaugh (2017) outlined the significance of the emerging research
on masculinity on college men’s lives, but often this work does not explore men’s
leadership practices. In fact, there is a dearth of literature on the experiences of boys and
young men in leadership (Tillapaugh & Haber-Curran, 2016b). The literature gap
surrounding how college men make meaning of their roles as leaders on campus would
benefit the body of emerging scholarship on college men and masculitinty. Scholars
would be remiss to continue to compare men with other genders and fail to take an
indepth look into whether leadership can serve as a disruptor to hegemonic masculinity
by encouraging deeper meaning making and reflections on gender. Studies that explore
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why men became involved with leadership and how that experience impacted their view
of gender are worth pursuing.
2.8 Gender and Motivation to Lead
There are two current theories regarding power, motivation, and leadership in
relation to gender. Both theories compare and contrast men and women without
consideration of genders outside of a binary. The evolutionary approach (Kenrick &
Keefe, 1992; Tooby & Cosmides, 1992) suggested that, “women and men choose
different social roles because of psychological differences, which represent evolved
gender specific adaptations” (Hernandez Bark et al., 2016, p. 474). The sociocultural
approach (Eagly et al., 2000; Ridgeway, 1991) argued that “women and men display
psychological differences because they adapt to different social roles as expected for
women and men” (Hernandez Bark et al., 2016, p. 474). The later theory has been
embraced by modern theorists for its understanding of immediate rather than remote
causes. Although this literature is helpful in understanding motivation to lead, it lacks a
university setting as context to help explain the phenomenon of a lack of men in college
leadership roles.
Various researchers have studied students in specific groups to explore their
motivations to get involved on campus. Research on service organizations found “men
were more likely to consider potential outcomes of service, external motivators, and
limited time commitment in their contemplation of service involvement and choice of
project(s)” (Chesbrough, 2011, p. 703). Ewing’s (2009) study of a college of a agriculture
department found that students not participating in leadership roles were also less likely
to be involved in any college activities, indicating more studies are needed to examine
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students’ motivations to become involved on campus. Both studies are helpful to examine
students’ motivations to become involved, but lack a focus on leadership, and their scope
limits generalizability across all populations of college men.
Edwards and Jones’ (2009) qualitative study of 10 college men focused on gender
identity development through grounded theory and touched on motivation to lead with
several participants. After learning that several of his brothers had raped women, “Chet”
decided to run for fraternity president because he wanted to take action and make a
difference. Viewed through a gendered lens, this leadership position gave him the
opportunity to become the man he always wanted to be – a leader who stood up for what
he believed in. Furthermore, men sought peer relationships through involvement. “The
participants in this study also discussed wanting more meaningful relationships with
other men and joining fraternities or athletic teams as a way to form those kinds of bonds
with other men” (p. 222). A continuation of this study could provide valuable insight into
how men make meaning of the motivations to become involved in leadership when so
many of their peers chose not to engage.
Conversely, men may lack motivation because of the influence of peers. This
same study of 10 college men found that, “a part of performing masculinity was avoiding,
limiting, or hiding behaviors that colleges and universities would encourage such as
taking academics seriously, putting time and energy into studying, being involved,
worrying about grades, taking an internship, and engaging in self-discovery” (p. 222).
Men who subscribed to prescribed or external definitions of masculinity might have felt
pressure to mirror those expectations. Although this study provided useful insight into
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men’s motivation in college, further research is needed to explore men’s motivation to
pursue leadership roles in college.
2.9 Theoretical Framework: Self-Authorship
A theoretical framework helps to situate the researcher by providing context for
the research process and grounding its logic and criteria (Crotty, 1998). This view of the
human world and social constructions within it helps explain where assumptions are
grounded. Simply put, a theoretical framework is a way to look at the world and make
sense of its complexity. A framework with a focus on meaning making and college
student development is necessary to conduct a constructivist study that explores identity
development, interpersonal development, and intrapersonal growth in college. Selfauthorship or “the internal capacity to construct one’s beliefs, identity, and social
relations, is crucial to successfully navigate adult life” (Baxter Magolda, 2014, p. 25)
served as the framework to conduct an exploratory qualitative study of college men in
leadership roles at the University of Vermont. Since self-authorship is steeped in meaning
making of three different dimensions (interpersonal, intrapersonal, and epistemological
development), it helped to explore the motivations of men who pursued leadership roles
in college and how they made meaning of their role through a gendered lens.
Transformative learning in college is facilitated when students move from
reliance on external formulas and authority-dependence to self-authorship which relies on
gains in interpersonal, intrapersonal, and epistemological development (Baxter Magolda,
2001). For students, following formulas might show up as a dependence on outside
influence and opinions from family, peers, or influential adults, rather than forming their
own values and concept of self. One method used by student affairs practitioners to foster
23

transformative learning is using self-authorship as a framework to develop robust college
leadership experiences for students. Self-authorship espouses “thinking, complex
problem solving, mature relationships, intercultural maturity, leadership, and navigating
life challenges” (Baxter Magolda, 2014, p. 31) thus, becoming a significant theoretical
framework for student affairs practitioners to facilitate holistic young adult development.
When students unconsciously follow external formulas, such as adhering to the behaviors
of hegemonic masculinity, they fail to self-define their identity and understand how
impacts their actions. Baxter Magolda (2001) spoke of the crossroads, or when an
internal voice emerges to challenge external influences, as a significant period for
students to develop independent decision making. Figure 1 details all four phases of the
journey toward self-authorship. Are college men pursuing leadership opportunities
further along in their identity development and have already encountered the crossroads
in relation to their gender? Or, does leadership in college serve as a disruptor to help
students critically examine external formulas and facilitate the journey toward selfauthorship? I explored the motivations of men to pursue positional leadership in college
and how the men involved in leadership made meaning of their leadership experience
through a gendered lens
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Figure 1
Theory of Self-Authorship (Baxter Magolda, 2001)

Other researchers have applied Baxter Magolda’s theory of self-authorship to
more diverse student populations such as Latino/Latina students (Torres & Hernandez,
2007), lesbian college students (Abes et al., 2007), African American students (Pizzolato
et al., 2012), high risk students (Pizzolato, 2003), student affairs graduate students (Perez,
2017), and Black men (Clark & Brooms, 2018). Contemporary scholars have critiqued
self-authorship as limiting and not generalizable to other student populations such as
Black women (Okello, 2018) and more broadly, students of color (Perez, 2019). Perez
explained that since Baxter Magolda and subsequent scholars “did not account for the
ways that race and racism affect how individuals conceptualize knowledge, their
identities, and their relationships with others” (2019, p. 78), they ignored how power,
privilege, and oppression impacted individual meaning making. Yet, self-authorship has
its place in higher education literature because of its holistic integration of knowledge,
relationships with others, and sense of self to understand students as whole beings on a
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developmental continuum, rather than the popular stage theories of first-wave student
affairs literature. Keeping its limitations in mind, I overlaid gender and meaning making
with the theory of self-authorship to explore motivation to lead. Chapter Three reveals
how the theoretical framework of self-authorship was applied to a study of college men,
motivation to lead, and gender.
2.10 Summary
Student affairs practitioners are in prime positions to encourage college men to
reflect on gender, leadership, and motivation by using student development theories that
encourage meaning making and epistemological development. A study of past literature
in these areas suggested gaps related to why men pursue leadership roles in college and
how positional leadership can serve as a disruptor to hegemonic masculinity and highrisk behaviors. Although there is a wide breadth of literature about college students,
leadership, and gender, areas exist for further development. A fuller examination of
gender in which the essentialist paradigm comparing men and women needs to be
dismantled to focus specifically on college men and their unique ways of making
meaning in relation to gender and leadership. Very little research exists on college men’s
motivations, and no studies explored college men’s motivation to pursue positional
leadership experiences. Studies that examined college men’s motivation to get involved
provided useful insight the importance of peer influence, yet no studies bridged the gap
of connecting the literature on college men as leaders and college men and motivation.
Additionally, a connection to self-authorship is a useful tool to help college men make
meaning of their motivation to become involved and examine its potential links to
hegemonic masculinity. A deeper examination of the motivations of men to pursue
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leadership opportunities could be of interest to practitioners who are struggling to engage
men on their campuses, particularly when men are overrepresented in conduct violations.
In the following chapter, I outline the methods used to explore the motivations of men to
pursue leadership positions in college, and how they made meaning of leadership through
the lens of gender.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Studying the motivations of college men who pursued leadership and how they
made meaning of their gender required a methodological approach that combined an
epistemological foundation rooted in exploring human phenomenon and a theoretical
framework grounded in college student development theory. Constructivism was the
ideal framework to guide my study because of its strengths in exploring the lived
experiences of participants while utilizing a shared meaning making framework between
researcher and subject. Using a constructivist approach, I explored what motivates
college men to pursue leadership experiences and if leadership can serve as a disruptor to
hegemonic masculinity and high-risk behaviors.
Participants took part in semi-structured interviews paired with leadership
mapping and a gender box activity to elicit reflection and responses based on Baxter
Magolda’s (2001) theory of self-authorship. Self-authorship explores how students move
from reliance on external formulas to trusting their own voice, or becoming the author of
their own life. Self-authorship, based in three dimensions of development:
epistemological, intrapersonal, and intrapersonal, informed the structure of open-ended
interview questions, the gender box activity, and a leadership mapping exercise.
3.1 Purpose Statement and Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to examine what motivated college men to pursue
leadership opportunities and how they made meaning of being a leader through a
gendered lens. Scholars have noted the absence of studies pertaining to college students
in positional leadership roles since most data and research focuses more broadly on
student involvement. The impetus for this study emerged from my experience as a
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student affairs administrator at the University of Vermont. At the University of Vermont,
alarmingly few men pursue co-curricular leadership opportunities such as orientation
leader, resident assistant, program board member, or executive board of a student
organization. Colleagues in orientation, club affairs, first-year experience, and residential
life reported similar trends.
I conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews paired with two reflective
exercises with 10 college men in leadership positions at the University of Vermont. This
study explored what motivated college men to pursue leadership using the model of selfauthorship to encourage reflection on how they made meaning of their gender through
involvement in leadership roles. I explored the following questions:
•

What motivates college men at UVM to pursue positional leadership opportunities
while in college?

•

How are college men at UVM making meaning of their positional leadership roles
during their undergraduate careers through the lens of masculinity and gender
identity?

•

How do leadership experiences aid men in their journey toward self-authorship?
o How can involvement in leadership activities in college serve as a
disruptor to help men critically examine external formulas relating to
gender and masculinity?
o How did men who pursue leadership opportunities in college experience
dissonance that made them critical of prescribed gender expectations?
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3.2 Constructivism
This study was grounded in a constructivist approach to explore the stories of
participants (Crotty, 1998). The aim of constructivism is to “seek to understand
individual social action through interpretation or translation, or to make the strange
familiar and comprehensible” (Jones et al., 2006, p. 18). Constructivism claims that
humans construct meaning as they engage with the world, thus a researcher aims to
understand experience through research. This framework acknowledges multiple realities
exist, and the researcher and participant are partners in co-constructing knowledge and
meaning. There is no one objective truth, thus meaning cannot be discovered, only
constructed (Crotty, 1998).
Both self-authorship and constructivism value human experiences, shared
meaning making, and the reality of social construction, thus serving as complementary
approaches for this study. Constructivism is the ideal paradigm to explore my research
questions since “social constructivist researchers situate themselves in their work, use
open-ended questions, emergent analysis and develop close relationships with
participants in order to explain in great detail the particular experience or phenomenon
under study” (Butler-Kisber, 2010, p. 5). Self-authorship is grounded in the assumption
that individuals create knowledge by interpreting their personal experiences, also known
as constructivism. This theoretical model focuses primarily on meaning making through
the facilitation of developmental activities, such as becoming involved in leadership in
college. Because constructivists believe the understanding of reality is socially
constructed, the experiences of individuals are of utmost importance. The exercises in my
study (leadership mapping and gender box activity) were helpful tools to facilitate open30

ended questions, aided the researcher and participants in shared meaning making, and
elicited deeper reflections since both activities required critical thinking. Together we coconstructed an understanding of their experience by framing interview questions using
the dimensions of development of self-authorship, as aided by both activities. As a
student affairs practitioner and emerging scholar, I am in the unique position to aid
participants in their meaning making journey through the use of a theoretical model and
practical experience, as I used both these tools in my work with students during trainings,
workshops, and retreats. I will speak more in depth about both methods in the following
section.
Additionally, constructivism has been used in previous studies surrounding
college men’s meaning making around identity and masculinity. Davis’s (2002) study
used a constructivist lens to explore “the impact of socially prescribed gender roles on
college men's identity development” through the use of semi-structured interviews (p.
508). For this example and in my study, constructivism was used to frame the interview
process to encourage participants to reflect on the choice and agency they have over
internalizing hegemonic gendered messaging. With researcher facilitation, these college
men reflected on where they picked up external messaging and if/how it aligned with
their own values and beliefs.
3.3 Conceptual Framework
A conceptual framework is “the end result of bringing together a number of
related concepts to explain or predict a given event, or give a broader understanding of
the phenomenon of interest – or simply, of a research problem” (Imenda, 2014, p. 189).
This model orients the reader to make connections between theories and provides a
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roadmap to explore possible connections between concepts as I addressed the research
questions. Figure 2 serves as a visual representation of my conceptual framework for this
study. Kegan’s (1982) theory of the three domains of development influenced Baxter
Magolda’s theory of self-authorship (2001), that included growth in three domains:
epistemological, interpersonal, and intrapersonal development. I used constructivism as
the epistemology and, through the lens of gender, explored college men’s motivations to
pursue positional leadership opportunities at the University of Vermont. In Figure 2, the
pink shapes represent theories and frameworks and the blue boxes represent the three
dimensions of self-authorship.

Figure 2
Conceptual Framework
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I used three processes to explore motivation, gender, and leadership: semi-structured
interviews; leadership mapping; and the gender box activity, as noted in Figure 3 which
incorporates my methods and instruments. The leadership mapping followed a student’s
path to obtaining a leadership position, with the goal to uncover how they became
motivated to pursue a leadership role in college. The gender box activity explored how
these college men made meaning of their gender through discussions of identity, outside
influences, and epistemological foundations. Lastly, the semi-structured interview
questions wove it all together by exploring how college men at UVM made meaning of
their positional leadership roles during their undergraduate careers through the lens of
masculinity and gender identity, and whether leadership experiences aided men in their
journey toward self-authorship. The gender box and leadership mapping activities were
paired with open-ended interview questions to elicit responses to explore the three themes
of the research questions: gender, motivation, and leadership. All three methods used the
three dimensions of self-authorship (interpersonal, intrapersonal, and epistemological
development) to frame the prompts in the exercises and wording of the interview
questions. Data collection methods are in yellow and themes explored through the
research questions are in green. More detailed information on the structure of the semistructured interviews, leadership mapping, and gender box is presented in the following
sections, as well as in the appendix.
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Figure 3
Methodological Design

3.4 Leadership Mapping
Leadership mapping emerged from a course I took in graduate school at Miami
University called Mapping Your Professional Development (Christman & Meager,
2010). The course was situated in the Learning Partnership Model which “challenges
learners to engage in the complex process of knowledge construction, integrate their
personal and professional values and philosophies with existing knowledge, and share
authority and expertise with teachers to mutually construct viable perspectives” (p. 1).
The aim of the course was to encourage student affairs graduate students to shape their
learning journey and take responsibility for their professional development through the
use of several mapping assignments. I found the exercises helpful as a student and have
since modified them into leadership mapping activities to use with undergraduate
students as they chart their involvement journeys: past, present, and future. By asking
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students to reflect on “where they have been” as leaders and “where they want to go,” we
co-created mapping forward plans to help them strategically pick which activities and
leadership roles best aligned with their values, passions, and career goals.
As a new tool in the field of student affairs, leadership mapping could serve as an
emerging practice for practitioners to aid students in making meaning of their leadership
paths and reflect on involvement in college. For the purpose of my study, leadership
mapping encouraged participants to reflect on their motivations for pursuing leadership
by mapping out their involvement in high school and college. By pinpointing where
students first became interested in leadership, I explored their motivations for becoming
involved in a positional leadership role in college. Additionally, leadership mapping
espouses the tenets of constructivism by which participants make meaning of their reality
through reflection of their lived experiences. An example of the leadership mapping
exercise can be found in Appendix C.
3.5 Gender Box Activity
The goal of this activity was to explore the research question how are college men
at UVM making meaning of their positional leadership roles during their undergraduate
careers through the lens of masculinity and gender identity? The man box activity,
developed by the Oakland Men’s Project in the early 1980s was created to facilitate
reflection on the socialization of gender and masculinity with high school students
(Kivel, 1999). I modified the instructions to fit the format of a semi-structured interview
and the theoretical framework of self-authorship to more specifically apply to college
men. I altered the instructions and created a more inclusive title to explore the concept of
gender in addition to masculinity. For an example of this activity, see Appendix D.
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There were three steps to the activity. First, I provided the participants with a
virtual example of a worksheet with a square drawn in the middle, gave them time to
brainstorm, and then asked them to place phrases, characteristics, or messages they heard
about what it means to “act like a man” inside the box. Next, I asked participants to list
outside of the box characteristics for men who do not conform to those gender norms. In
step three, I asked questions about how they made meaning of their gender through this
activity, framed in the three dimensions of self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 2001).
Tillapaugh et al., (2019) stressed that if facilitators fail to ask questions that incite
reflection on how these responses might not be generalizable for all men, opportunities
for development and critiquing of socially constructed gender norms are missed. To do
so, the gender box activity was paired with interview questions situated in selfauthorship’s three dimensions of development.
Guided by constructivism’s tenet of shared knowledge production, the gender box
activity, “has the capability to complicate what we mean when we say men and
masculinity...with the hope of understanding the factors that influence what they thought
were personal choices” (Tillapaugh et al., 2019, p. 29). This activity located participant’s
knowledge from internalized messaging to focus on self-awareness, by providing nuances
to generalizations of gender and masculinity. The participant actively engaged in the
process of reflecting on the socially constructed nature of gender and masculinity.
3.6 Semi-Structured Interviews
Interview questions were developed through the theoretical framework of selfauthorship to further explore interpersonal, intrapersonal, and epistemological
development as it related to each research question. Semi-structured interviews were
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formatted with open-ended questions to stimulate reflection as participants completed the
gender box and leadership mapping activities. Table 1 provides an example of how the
first research question was framed in self-authorship’s three dimensions of development
to answer the question what motivates college men at UVM to pursue positional
leadership opportunities while in college? These questions were paired with the
leadership mapping exercise in order to follow a student’s path to leadership. This
exercise was intended to help participants explore their motivations for becoming
involved in leadership by following their path to their current leadership role. Similarly,
the gender box activity explored the research questions framed in masculinity and gender
to elicit deeper reflection on those topics. All interview questions are listed in Appendix
B.
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Table 1
Outline of Interview Questions for Research Question #1
RQ: What motivates college men at UVM to pursue positional leadership opportunities
while in college?
Self-Authorship Theme
Interview Questions
Interpersonal Development
How do you lead others?
Are there men you look up to as
leaders? What qualities do you admire
in them?
What difference do you hope to make
for others through leadership?
Intrapersonal Development
Why did you decide to pursue a
leadership role in college?
Why is leadership important to you?
How would you describe yourself as a
leader?
What motivates you in this leadership
role?
What leadership aspirations do you
have for the future?
Epistemological Development
Where did you first learn about
leadership? How has that changed
over time? How has that changed now
that you have more leadership
experience?
What did you learn about leadership
from other leaders?
How have you continued to educate
yourself as a leader?
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3.7 Research Site
In the introduction, I explained the phenomenon of low engagement of men in
leadership positions at the University of Vermont. It made logical sense to conduct my
study at UVM for this reason, in addition to my ability to gain easy access to the site and
participants because of my role as a staff member at the institution. I leveraged my
connections with staff and students to recruit participants to further explore this
phenomenon in the hopes of making recommendations to practitioners on how to
improve recruitment and retention of men in these leadership roles.
The University of Vermont (UVM) is a midsized public land grant institution in
Burlington, the largest city in the state. The following statistics represent the University
of Vermont at the time this study was conducted. The student population of 12,000
includes 10,700 undergraduate students, with an average age of 18 for first-year students
and 20 overall (2019-2020 Common Data Set, n.d). Slightly over half (59.1%) of the
students are female and 40.9% are male1. Students of color represent 11% of the student
body (UVM Facts, n.d.). Popular majors range from environmental studies to business
and psychology. Considered a land-grant institution, as well as the largest university in
the state, UVM attracts students from both Vermont and other states. In-state students
constitute roughly 30% of the population, with 70% of the students residing outside
Vermont, including 6% international students.
Nationally, UVM is known for having the highest out-of-state tuition of any
public school (2018-19 Tuition and Fees at Public Four-Year Institutions by State and
1

UVM does not collect data about gender, just biological sex. There is not an option for
students to self-identify their gender, thus trans* and gender non-conforming students are
not accurately represented in UVM’s Common Data Set.
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Five-Year Percentage Change in In-State Tuition and Fees - Trends in Higher Education The College Board, n.d.) as well as some of the highest rates of cannabis usage among its
undergraduate population. UVM’s high-risk drinking rate just recently fell to the national
average after measuring above it for several years (NCHA Home, n.d.).
UVM is an institution of thriving student involvement outside of the classroom.
With over 200 registered student organizations and 60 club sports, it is not surprising that
86% of students report being involved with at least one club or organization on campus
(UVM Facts, n.d.).
3.8 Positionality
At the time of this study, I served as the Assistant Director for Student Life at the
University of Vermont (UVM), where I had worked from 2016-2021. In that role, I
supervised two groups of students: the Week of Welcome Squad and the UVM Program
Board. Both groups were responsible for planning and implementing large-scale
programming and events for the UVM community including concerts, comedians, film
screenings, Week of Welcome2, and various heritage and awareness programs. Prior to
working at UVM, I had supervised and advised students at multiple capacities from
admission to alumni relations to orientation and first-year programs at several higher
education institutions. Throughout my 14 years in higher education, I noticed trends,
problematic behaviors, and gaps that I theorized could be tied to lower numbers of men
participating in structured leadership activities. I first became aware of these trends as a

2

Week of Welcome is a tradition at UVM that spans over 20 years. At the start of each
semester, students are welcomed back to campus with a week of activities and social
events. Week of Welcome has the dual aim of acquainting new students to campus and
welcoming back returning students.
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college student in the mid-2000s and continued to observe behaviors at several other
institutions I worked at from 2007-2021.
As a student at Gettysburg College, I was an active student leader. I was a
member of all-women student executive boards, served on student leader selection
committees, thus, I experienced first-hand how few men applied for college leadership
roles. Part of my motivation in pursuing a career in student affairs was to bring
transformative leadership experiences to students who might normally not have dreamt
they could lead. My student affairs mentors at Gettysburg College encouraged me to
pursue leadership, and passing along the torch has always been a driving force in my
work with students. I am acutely aware of the negative behaviors (high risk drug and
alcohol use, sexual misconduct, violence, etc.) that manifest on college campuses, and
believe leadership can be used as an intervention by student affairs professionals to help
college students realize their impact on campus and beyond. Men continue to perpetuate
negative behaviors on campuses as they fill fewer and fewer leadership roles, I remain
concerned that they are not gaining the positive outcomes from college to bring into the
world beyond the academy.
As a woman, I am aware of my positionality as an outsider conducting a study on
college men. Gender dynamics may have impacted how research subjects interacted with
me. Additionally, as a cisgender, White, second-generation college student, I realize that
fewer barriers to leadership existed for me than for students with marginalized identities.
Many of the structures of the academy were built for students like me, and I have
benefited from them. College men that I interviewed had a privileged identity (gender),
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but other barriers may have presented themselves in their leadership journey that I had
not encountered.
3.9 Sampling Justification and Criteria
Sampling, or “the identification of a subset of a larger phenomenon” (Jones et al.,
2006, p. 65) is vital because it serves as an indicator of a researcher’s methodological
approach and interpretive stance on their research questions. Qualitative researchers are
interested in building samples that will lead to a deeper understanding of social
phenomena that comes with studying a select group of people (Maykut & Morehouse,
1994). In the following sections, I provide justification for my sample population and
explain the types of sampling I employed in my study to best explore the research
questions.
Participants consisted of 10 University of Vermont undergraduate students who
self-identified as men in positional leadership roles at the university. This sample size
falls within a range suggested by expert researchers in order to maximize theoretical
saturation and to better inform theory development (Collins, 2010). I first employed
purposeful sampling to find students that met several of the criteria I outline below.
Maximum variation sampling was used to ensure participants represented the range of
experiences of college men in leadership roles and motivation. I achieved maximum
variation in sampling by reaching out to colleagues across the university who supervised
and advised students in different capacities: fraternity and sorority life, student
government, residential life, athletics, admission, and honorary societies. In opposition to
random sampling, maximum variation sampling purposely selects participants based on
predetermined criteria to ensure various demographics and experiences are represented
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(Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). This range helped protect participant anonymity by
selecting from groups that had several men in leadership roles, and names of the
organizations remained confidential. Leadership was defined as students who were
selected by their peers, ran for election, or applied for a position such as chair/president,
captain, or an executive role and have served in this role for at least a semester. Because
this study explored motivation, these leadership roles were positions participants chose to
apply for and were not mandatory to their enrollment in the university or tied to academic
credit. By interviewing leaders rather than non-leaders, I was able to explore motivation
for deeper involvement since participants were outliers to the sample population.
3.10 Participant Recruitment
As an administrator in higher education, I had established relationships with other
administrators who supervised or advised student leaders at the University of Vermont. I
solicited recommendations from other administrators based on the criteria listed in the
previous section. In addition to staff recommendations, I also asked for recommendations
from student leaders I supervised through the UVM Program Board. In past studies, these
students were powerful insiders to help me gain access and buy-in from students who
may have been busy with many commitments. Students I supervised were prohibited
from participating in the study to eliminate both researcher and participant bias.
I reached out to potential participants via their UVM email address which I collected
from colleagues and students. I used my password-protected UVM email account as a
means to communicate with participants. All interviews took place virtually with
Microsoft Teams video call in the fall of 2020 because of the inability to meet in person
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. I was in my private residence for all of the interviews.
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Participants received and signed an informed consent form, which can be found in
Appendix A.
3.11 Interview Protocols and Data Collection
All participants participated in one 60-minute interview in September of 2020.
Due to the constraints of the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews were conducted remotely
via Microsoft Teams. Microsoft Teams has tools to digitally record interviews, and files
were kept on a private external hard drive. Since transcription on these services lacks
accuracy, professional transcription was used. The semi-structured interview protocol
was administered with participants’ consent and recorded using Microsoft Teams.
Prior to data analysis, I transcribed audio and video files to facilitate analysis. All
data was kept on the researcher’s encrypted computer which was password protected.
Files were kept on a password protected external hard drive which was be stored at the
researcher’s residence. Each participant chose their own pseudonym and corresponding
materials were kept in a subfolder with that name. Any organizations or individuals
mentioned in the interviews were redacted to protect the identity of participants.
The leadership mapping and gender box activities served as both elicitation
techniques and exercises to promote deeper reflection. Once participants completed each
exercise, I asked open-ended interview questions in line with each research question,
framed within all three of self-authorship’s dimensions of development. Table 2
illustrates each activity and its ties to my theoretical framework.
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Table 2
Data Collection Using Leadership Mapping, Gender Box and Interview Questions
Activity

Research
Question
What
motivates
college men at
UVM to pursue
positional
leadership
opportunities
while in
college?

Epistemological Interpersonal

Intrapersonal

How did you
first learn about
leadership?

How do you
lead others?

How would
you describe
yourself as a
leader?

Leadership
Mapping +
Gender Box

How are
college men at
UVM making
meaning of
their positional
leadership
roles during
their
undergraduate
careers through
the lens of
masculinity
and gender
identity?

Who taught you
“how to be a
man”? What
messages did
you internalize
about
masculinity?

Are there men
that are leaders
in your life that
had an impact
on you? If so,
please describe
their influence
on you.

How has being
a leader on
campus
influenced how
you think about
your gender?

Gender Box

How do
leadership
experiences aid
men in their
journey toward
selfauthorship?

How has college How do you
challenge your
lead other
understanding of men?
masculinity and
self? How has
your
understanding
changed about
yourself?

Leadership
Mapping

How can
involvement in
leadership
activities in
college serve
as a disruptor
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Who are you
“as a man”?

to help men
critically
examine
external
formulas
relating to
gender and
masculinity?
Gender Box

How do
leadership
experiences aid
men in their
journey toward
selfauthorship?
How can
involvement in
leadership
activities in
college serve
as a disruptor
to help men
critically
examine
external
formulas
relating to
gender and
masculinity?

How has college How do you
challenge your
lead other
understanding of men?
masculinity and
self? How has
your
understanding
changed about
yourself?

Who are you
“as a man”?

Note. The “Activity” column designates which part of the interview was designed to
explore which research question. One sample interview question is listed in the three
right columns, which represent the dimensions of development toward self-authorship.

Both the leadership mapping and gender box activities were retained, coded, and
analyzed. Similar to the semi-structured interviews, key words and phrases were coded as
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well as doodles, drawings, or any other notations. I offer more detail about the specifics
of coding the gender box, leadership mapping, and interview transcripts in the following
section.
3.12 Coding and Data Analysis
Codes are “labels that assign symbolic meaning to the descriptive or inferential
information compiled during a study” that serve as prompts to deeply reflect on the
collected data’s meaning and significance (Miles et al., 2014, p. 71). Coding helps the
researcher attach key words to text for later use in data analysis and future retrieval.
Saldaña (2016) recommended two coding cycles, with first cycle identified before
collecting data and the second cycle to work with the resulting first cycle codes. The first
cycle included deductive coding, or the starting list of codes created prior to fieldwork
and data collection taken directly from my conceptual framework and research questions.
A first round of codes was predetermined through a review of the study’s research
questions and the three areas of development of self-authorship. Interpersonal,
intrapersonal, and epistemological development themes were represented in the coding of
interviews, the gender box activities, and the leadership mapping exercise. l also utilized
codes related to gender and leadership, as well as their intersects throughout all three
parts of the interviews.
Inductive codes emerged progressively during the data collection stage. The
importance of value coding or, “attitudes, and beliefs, we attribute to ourselves, another
person, thing, or idea” is most appropriate for studies that explore identity, interpersonal,
and interpersonal (Miles et al., 2014, p. 75). Equally important is causation coding in
which a researcher “extracts attributions or casual beliefs from participant’s data about
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not just how but why particular outcomes came about” (p. 70). This coding method is
best used to examine “the complexity of influences and effects on human actions and
phenomena” (p. 79), which also echoes many of the tenets of constructivism.
The second cycle of coding used pattern coding to group summaries from the first
cycle into smaller categories, themes, and constructs. Pattern codes are explanatory to
help the researcher identify emerging themes or explanations including categories or
themes, causes/explanations, relationships among people, or theoretical constructs. I
searched for emerging themes that I had not previously preselected from my research
questions and theoretical framework to be useful for further analysis.
3.12.1 Coding Procedure
Before data analysis, Nvivo software was used for coding all interviews to
automatically identify certain key words I selected to be coded. I also highlighted text in
Nvivo that aligned with these codes but were not picked up by the software. A color was
selected for each theme to highlight text from the interviews for easier identification in
the data analysis portion of my study. This color-coding enabled me to see how often a
theme emerged and in which dimension of self-authorship a participant might be situated.
Capitalized codes designated when participants spoke of any of the three
dimensions of development of self-authorship; epistemological development (EPSD);
interpersonal development (INTRA); and intrapersonal development (INTER). The same
type of coding applied to any of the four phases of the journey toward self-authorship:
following formulas (FF); Crossroads (CR); Becoming the Author of One’s Life (BCOL);
Internal Foundations (IF). Codes for gender (GNDR) and leadership (LEAD) and their
intersections (GNLEAD) were also used. Lastly, I embedded reflexivity notes to
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challenge my biases and examine how my researcher identity may have influenced
participants’ reflections.
3.12.2 Data Analysis and Interpretation
Data analysis consisted of “sifting and sorting through those coded materials to
identity similar phrases, relationships between variables, patterns, themes, categories,
distinct differences between subgroups, and common sequences” (Miles et al., 2014, p.
10). I used single- and cross-case analysis to find themes in each individual interview and
again across all participants’ interviews and exercises. “The advantage of studying crosscase or multiple cases is to increase generalizability” to ensure findings are not wholly
idiosyncratic and develop more sophisticated descriptions and themes across multiple
contexts (p. 101). Yet, much can be gleaned from understanding each individual
participant’s experience on their own terms, not only in comparison to others. For this
reason, a thorough use of both single-case and cross-case analysis was vital in analyzing
each participant’s relationship to gender, leadership, and motivation as well as how
emerging themes across all interviews could impact how student affairs practitioners
engage college men.
3.12.3 Single Case Analysis
After each interview, I created a contact summary form to record my initial
impressions from the interview including themes, a summary of information related to
each research question, salient pieces of information, and connections to other interviews.
To keep track of my progress, I kept a data accounting log for record keeping and data
management. I kept memos in the margins to take note of comments, insights, questions,
and potential emerging themes. Writing memos is a method to capture rich data that
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cannot be gleaned from interview recordings and transcripts (Maxwell, 2013, p. 184).
Glesne (2016) suggested taking detailed, rich notes to provide “thick descriptions” (p.
153) when prolonged and sustained time cannot be spent with participants, such as in one
60-minute interview. These thick descriptions help readers interpret bases for claims
made by the researcher, to better understand participants, find parallels in their lives, and
develop empathy for others. I maintained a separate notebook to reflect on questions or
insights to further explore as themes become more salient. I created matrices to track
themes, patterns, trends, and paradoxes in each transcript. After compiling memos and
reflections, I selected themes that emerged from the data in each individual interview and
later compared in cross-case analysis throughout the interviews and exercises for all
participants.
3.12.4 Cross-Case Analysis
After reviewing the memos and matrices from the individual interviews, I drafted
preliminary memos on emerging themes and paradoxes. Next, I used content analysis to
count the frequency of specific words or phrases and their sequence across all interviews.
I employed data linking as a secondary type of analysis to form categories, clusters, or
networks of information to make connections between relevant data segments (Miles et
al., 2014). At this stage, I partnered with a colleague who was also immersed in
qualitative methods to discuss findings and emerging themes as a validity check.
For the final stage of data analysis, I re-read all interview transcripts and wrote
analytic memos to provide reflexive commentaries on the data and summaries of final
impressions and overall themes across all transcripts. I built matrices to check the validity
of emerging themes, paradoxes, similarities, and connections generated from both stages
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of coding. Triangulation was used to validate themes with participants and a trusted
colleague.
3.13 Leadership Mapping and Gender Box Analysis
Analysis of the output from the leadership mapping and gender box activities
provided an additional understanding of participants’ lived experiences. Similar to Weber
et al.’s (2011) study of elementary school children’s’ drawings of engineers, analyzing
the gender box and leadership mapping documents supplemented analysis of the semistructured interviews. To avoid documents being incorrectly interpreted by the researcher
and in the spirit of constructivism, interview questions were paired with the documents to
provide the participants space to explain their reflections and choices. Weber’s team
“verifies that the coder reliably sees the same components the student describes that s/he
drew in the picture, to ensure that the student’s perception of the drawing and the
researcher’s perception of the drawing align,” (p. 57) in the same way that my interview
questions asked for further reflection on the gender box activities and the leadership
mapping to allow participants to tell their story, rather than the researcher inserting their
own narrative. Documents were triangulated by coding them separately from the
interview text and later analyzed side-by-side to search for commonalities and themes.
Additionally, each participants’ documents were analyzed individually and in comparison
to other participants. This aided in finding similarities and themes within the data set,
throughout all interviews, and across all documents. Similar to the interview transcript
analysis, the maps and gender box analysis employed single-case and cross-case analysis
as well as memos and matrices to track insights, themes, similarities, and divergencies.
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3.14 Trustworthiness and Validity
Lather (1993) introduced validity as “the conditions of the legitimation of
knowledge in contemporary postpositivism” which can neither be avoided nor resolved
(p. 673). This troubled knowledge leads researchers on a path to identify threats and
address them with solutions to minimize bias and increase the trustworthiness of their
findings. My identity as a staff member at the University of Vermont had its advantages,
yet presented validity threats that I address in Chapter 5. As an administrator with a
student-facing role, I interacted with hundreds of students a year. I closely knew 50
students through their work in the Office of Campus Programs. To avoid bias as much as
possible, I did not interview students I supervised or students who applied for positions in
my office.
With semi-structured interviews, the researcher can re-form and ask more indepth questions, thus more opportunity to ask leading questions which may lead to
confirmation bias. To combat this bias, I exercised reflection and reflexivity both in
formulating my initial interview questions as well as during the interviews. I also
completed member checking using a focus group to give research participants the
opportunity to review initial findings for accuracy.
Miles et al. (2014) recommended team coding to aid in definitional clarity and
serve as a reliability check. “Definitions become sharper when two researchers code the
same data set and discuss their initial difficulties” and their differing opinions show when
a code’s definition may need to be expanded or edited (p. 79). For the purposes of this
study, I implemented peer review on both my initial codes as well as coding from one
interview as a validity check. Miles et al. also recommended coding once and then
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returning to the data a few days later to monitor internal consistency, which I
implemented for all interview transcripts.
Lastly, throughout the entire research process I sought informed input from
committee members and trusted colleagues, particularly in reference to analysis of
interview question formation, interview transcriptions, and when forming theories or
generalizations gleaned from the data. My identity as a female researcher was particularly
salient when all my interview participants were men. This could have impacted how I
interpreted data or how participants perceived me, which, in turn, could have influenced
how they answered questions. Informed input from trusted colleagues helped me to
combat gender bias that could present itself throughout the interview and analysis
processes.
3.15 Focus Group Member Checking
As part of the final stage of member checking and as a tool for additional analysis,
I conducted a focus group with all participants over Microsoft Teams video conferencing.
Member checking is a form of respondent validation that works by “systematically
soliciting feedback about your data and conclusions from the people you are studying” to
lessen researcher misinterpretation and help to identify bias (Maxwell, 2013, p. 125).
Participants were sent my initial findings to review prior to the focus group and together
we discussed the common and divergent themes and findings across all interviews. This
practice echoed Keating’s 2019 qualitative study of recovery in mental health for African
and Caribbean Men (Recovery for African and Caribbean Men | NIHR SSCR, 2019) in
which the research team held a co-creation event at each research site where participants
were invited to reflect on emerging findings. Not only did this focus group serve as a
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space for member checking findings from cross-case analysis, but also led to further data
collection that provided insight into self-authorship’s dimension of interpersonal
development in which this group of men reflected on masculinity, leadership, and
motivation with one another rather than solely as individuals. In this way, these men
offered different reflections from listening and engaging with one another that allowed
me to incorporate an additional layer of complexity to the data and emerging themes of
the study. An added benefit was the creation of a reflection space and community for men
who were leaders at UVM to find connection. Data gleaned from the focus group served
as an additional validity check in the form of triangulation, or “collecting information
from a diverse range of individuals and settings, using a variety of methods” to reduce the
risk of systemic biases of a singular method, and to produce stronger generalizability of
findings (Maxwell, 2013, p. 126). The combination of individual interviews, gender box
and leadership mapping documents, and the focus group provided three different data
points to triangulate in order to address validity threats.
3.16 Limitations
Readers of this study should be aware of certain limitations when interpreting the
results for use in their practice, research, or theory development. However, some useful
insights emerged that contribute to the growing body of research and scholarship
surrounding college men, masculinity studies, and student development theory. Duran
and Jones (2019), who studied queer students of color’s meaning making capacities
noted, “because meaning making stems from constructivist developmental theory, the
construct lends itself to well to a longitudinal design” timeline (p. 318) which is not well
suited to a dissertation. Thus, findings should be interpreted as a retrospective reflection
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rather than insight that may evolve from a longitudinal study, such as Baxter Magolda’s
work (1992, 2001, 2014). My study serves as a snapshot of the experiences of 10 college
men at the University of Vermont, based on their reflections of past experiences and
cannot be fairly compared to longitudinal studies that utilize the same framework.
The scope and size of this project was designed to explore the motivations of
college men at the University of Vermont to pursue leadership opportunities and make
meaning of masculinity and leadership within a specific educational environment. The
benefit of a small sample size and single institution allowed me to deeply explore the
experiences of each participant within an environment that was both accessible and
familiar. Likewise, the recruitment of participants was limited to my professional and
social reach at the university, which may have created bias. The limited size and scope of
this study does not create generalizable findings across all universities, or groups of
college men, rather provides introductory insight for others to explore the motivations of
college men to pursue leadership and explore their understanding of masculinity and
leadership. Emerging themes from this study may resonate in environments similar to the
University of Vermont, but may not be generalizable across all institutions or reflect the
developmental trajectory of all students. Lastly, the theory of self-authorship is limited by
its centering of Whiteness and White students’ experiences because of the population of
students studied by Baxter Magolda at a predominately White institution (2001).
Additionally, much of the earlier scholarly work around college students and leadership
was written by White, cisgender men and centers around White students. UVM has a
similar population, thus, the framework is limiting in its application to more marginalized
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groups of students who may experience college differently due to systems of oppression,
multiple intersecting identities, and diverse lived experiences.
3.17 Methodology Summary
The objective of this study was to understand the motivations of college men to
pursue leadership opportunities in college and how involvement in leadership influences
their meaning making around gender and masculinity. This study has the potential to
influence how student affairs practitioners recruit men into leadership roles and how they
can best facilitate reflection and developmental activities to encourage healthier
behaviors while in college. My research takes a unique approach that may be of
significance to student affairs practitioners interested in bridging theory to practice. The
use of practitioner tools (gender box activity and leadership mapping) combined with
student development theory and frameworks created a vehicle for reflective meaning
making with college men.
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS
The purpose of this study was to explore what motivates college men at UVM to
pursue leadership in college and how they made meaning of gender and masculinity
through their leadership role(s). By interviewing 10 college men in leadership positions at
UVM, I explored themes related to motivation, gender, and leadership. I used
constructivism as the epistemology, and through the lens of gender, explored college
men’s motivations to pursue position leadership opportunities at the University of
Vermont. Gender box and leadership mapping activities were paired with open-ended
interview questions to elicit responses to explore the three themes of the research
questions: gender, motivation, and leadership. All three methods used the theory of selfauthorship (interpersonal, intrapersonal, and epistemological development) to frame the
prompts in the exercises and wording of the interview questions. Themes emerged both in
individual interviews and also across all interviews related to motivation to pursue
leadership, conditions or experiences that served as a disrupter to better understand
gender, and the participants’ developmental leadership journeys through the lens of selfauthorship.
I organized my findings around the following themes: motivation to pursue
leadership, self-authorship, leadership development, and meaning making of gender
identity in college. I concluded my analysis by weaving multiple themes together through
the intersections of motivation, leadership, and self-authorship. The first theme detailed
various reasons men pursued leadership opportunities at UVM. The second theme, selfauthorship through leadership, spoke to how leaders move through Baxter Magolda’s
theory of self-authorship through involvement in leadership roles in college. Lastly, the
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third finding explored how participants made meaning of gender and masculinity while in
college through involvement, exposure to new ideas, and academics. Collectively, these
three themes shed light on the motivations of college men to pursue leadership as well as
the outcomes of these experiences in helping men to examine gender identity and
masculinity.
4.1 Participants
After soliciting recommendations from UVM staff and students for participants in
my study, 13 students connecting with me via email. Of the 13 I responded to, 10 met the
eligibility criteria and agreed to participate in the study. Participants agreed to a one-hour
individual interview, followed by a one 45-minute focus group that served as a validly
check. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews and the focus group were
conducted virtually on Microsoft Teams video calls. Participants picked their own
pseudonyms, and identifiable club and organizations names have been removed to ensure
both the individual and organizations’ anonymity.
Participants completed a short demographic questionnaire through a Microsoft
Teams form, the results of which are displayed in Table 3. The study consisted of eight
seniors and two juniors aged 20-23. Eight identified as heterosexual/straight, one queer,
one bisexual. When asked what other identities were salient to interviewees, one
participant disclosed they had autism, and another stated they were an adoptee and
identified as BIPOC. Nine of 10 participants identified as White with one participant
identifying as Hispanic, Latinx, or Spanish. Participants’ fields of study spanned six
UVM Colleges including Agriculture and Life Sciences, Arts and Sciences, Business,
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Education and Social Services, Engineering and Mathematical Sciences, Environment
and Natural Resources and one self-designed major.
Most participants were involved in multiple organizations and the majority of
participants had leadership roles in more than one organization. On average, men in the
study held 2.9 leadership roles throughout their time at UVM.
By soliciting recommendations from various offices and organizations across
campus, I secured interviews with students from a diverse set of organizations including
athletics, fraternities, student government, and registered student organizations.
Participants held executive roles in organizations (e.g., chair, treasurer) as well as other
leadership roles such as resident assistant, summer intern, house manager, and advisory
board representative. Two-thirds of these leadership roles were volunteer, whereas onethird were paid positions that students applied for and underwent a selection process. Half
the participants held leadership roles within mixed-gender organizations and the other
half held leadership roles in men’s organizations such as fraternities or athletic teams.
One-third of participants were involved in multiple leadership roles across mixed gender
and men’s organizations. A full list of demographic characteristics is provided in Table 3.
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Table 3
Participant’s Demographic and Leadership Information

DEMOGRAPHIC CATEGORIES
Class year
Juniors
Seniors
Age
20
21
22
23
Sexual orientation
Straight/heterosexual
Queer
Bisexual
Race
White
Hispanic, Latinx, or Spanish
Other
Autistic
Adoptee
Leadership in multiple organizations
Yes
No
Types of Groups Led
Single Gender Only
Mixed Gender Only
Both

FREQUENCY
2
8
1
3
5
1
8
1
1
9
1
1
1
6
4
2
8
2

4.2 Data Saturation and Triangulation
To improve the quality of the study, I employed code saturation, data saturation,
and triangulation strategies throughout data collection and analysis. Data saturation is
reached when “there is enough information to replicate the study when the ability to
obtain additional new information has been attained, and when further coding is no
longer feasible” (Fusch & Ness, 2015, p. 1407). Hennick et al. (2017) defined code
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saturation as “the point when no additional issues are identified and the codebook begins
to stabilize” (p. 594). Combined with triangulation, or “collecting information from a
diverse range of individuals and settings, using a variety of methods”, these techniques
helped to combat bias and increase the validity of my findings (Maxwell, 2013, p. 126).
Sample size is one method to ensure data saturation. Guest et al. (2006) noted that
data saturation may be attained by as little as six interviews, but more typically closer to
12 depending on the sample size of the population. Knowing that my study focused on a
small population (college men in leadership roles at the University of Vermont), I felt
confident that my sample size of 10 yielded data saturation. Interview questions were
structured to ask the participants the same set of questions to achieve more reliable
coding. For focus groups, researchers recommend that the size of the group include
between six and 12 participants so that the group is small enough for all members to talk
and share their thoughts, and yet large enough to create a diverse group (Lasch et al.,
2010; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2010). With seven of 10 participants present for the focus
group, I met this threshold.
Data saturation can also be aided through an intentional coding process. I
employed several techniques to mitigate bias and achieve code saturation to combat both
participant and researcher bias (Fields & Kafai, 2009). First, I read interviews twice
before coding and completed two coding passes at different dates. I also reviewed
uncoded data to ensure new codes did not emerge. Organizing a focus group as well as
coding the activity sheets (leadership mapping and the gender box activity) served as
another method for rich and thick data beyond individual interviews. These methods
employed triangulation to ensure consistent findings across multiple data points. Fusch
61

and Ness (2015) explained, “there is a direct link between data triangulation and data
saturation; the one (data triangulation) ensures the other (data saturation). In other words,
data triangulation is a method to get to data saturation” (p. 1411). Employing both
techniques aided the diminution of researcher bias and provided more credible and
consistent findings. The use of a focus group after the individual interviews also
enhanced triangulation and validity.
4.3 Motivation to Pursue Leadership
Three categories emerged from the data when exploring the research question
what motivates college men at UVM to pursue positional leadership opportunities while
in college? Although the specific motivators varied across several different responses,
participants’ motivations fell into three categories: internal, external, indifferent, and
multiple motivations. During data analysis, factoring was used to condense 11 codes into
four categories. Table 4 categorizes participants’ motivations to pursue leadership in both
single case frequency and cross-case frequency calculations. Longer descriptions of each
code are included in Table 5.
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Table 4
Motivations to Pursue Leadership by Frequency
DIFF

ENCOUR

BORED

FELL

LEADTO

ACC

CAREER

COMM

FRIEND

LOVE

SELF

External

External

Indifferent

Indifferent

Indifferent

Internal

Internal

Internal

Internal

Internal

Internal

x
x
x
x

x

CODES
MOTIVATION

CEDAR
CLYDE

x

x
x

x

GEORGE

x

x

JOHN
JOSH

x
x

x

PHINEAS

x
x

x
x

x

x
x
x

x

SAM

x

STEVE
TOM
WILLIAM
TOTAL

x
x
4

x
x
x
5

1

5

x
x
x
5

x
x
x

x
3

x
3

3

3

x

x
x
x
x

x

x
4

8

Table 5
Motivation Codes for Table 4
DIFF

ENCOUR

BORED

FELL

LEADTO

ACC

CAREER

COMM

FRIEND

LOVE

SELF

Make a
difference

Encouraged
to apply by
someone else

Bored or
needed to
keep busy

Fell into
leadership,
wasn't
pursuing it

One
leadership
role led to
another

Sense of
accomplishment

Career or
academic
motivations

Sense of
community/belonging

To make
friends or
connections

Passionate,
love to do it

Selfimprovement

Participants cited internal motivations more often than external or indifferent
combined. Internal motivation was cited 24 times, indifferent was mentioned 11 times,
and external nine times. Each participant spoke of multiple motivations throughout their
interview, meaning two or more factors impacted their decision to become a leader. The
most popular reason a participant decided to pursue leadership was because they were
passionate about the organization. Leadership seemed like a natural progression to
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continue in the organization in a meaningful way. Figure 4 provides a visual display of
three types of motivation with frequency in parenthesis.
Figure 4
Motivations to Pursue Leadership

4.3.1 Internal Motivation
Students who were internally motivated pursued leadership for the following
reasons: sense of community/belonging; to make friends/connections; self-improvement;
sense of accomplishment; career or academic motivation; or passionate about the
organization. Sam spoke to seeing other teammates on the athletic advisory boards and
thought:
They’re involved in athletics in a certain way, and I saw it and thought to myself,
‘damn, considering how passionate I am about athletics, this seems like
something that I would really like to do when I get the chance.’ When last year
there was a spot open on my team, and my teammate offered it to me and I took it
from there.
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Cedar, who was initially hesitant to accept the treasurer role in his organization, spoke to
his motivation to later pursue the presidency:
We only have one senior on the team, funny enough. We only have the juniors
now and I felt I was ready. The role of president and treasurer, the only difference
is the title. We do the exact same job. I felt ready to take that step and not only
that, but carry out some of my own projects as well.
Phineas spoke of continuing leadership from high school into college, “I think I became a
little more motivated coming here because I figured my resume meant more now in
college than it did in high school, so I should actively look for things that would set me
apart.” Phineas’s internal motivations to improve his chances in the job market served as
his internal motivation to pursue leadership.
4.3.2 External Motivation
Other participants were motivated to lead by external factors. They were
encouraged to apply (usually by a peer or influential adult) or they wanted to make a
difference in their community. Clyde spoke of peers encouraging him to take on his first
leadership role:
All it took is somebody telling me I could so something. They have everything
they need to do it, but they need to feel a lot more comfortable trusting
themselves. Sometimes that's all it takes. I don't think I would have gone for
either of them [leadership roles] if I hadn’t had someone in my life who told me I
should or told me that maybe I'd be really good at it.
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George was not encouraged by his peers to take on a leadership role, but their leadership
gave him something of which to aspire. He spoke of seeing his peers as role models and
their impact on his decision to pursue leadership:
I kind of fell into those positions and then it just came in so naturally, then I just
continued with it more. Essentially it was just like when I first started going as a
normal regular club member and I saw other folks who were the leaders and were
able to kind of bring them out and they had so many cool skills. They naturally
converse with everybody and then like, have this grand old inspiration; kind of a
model to me. I saw myself being one of those, and that's kind of what drew me
towards it.
Through this positive peer influence, George was able to learn from other leaders and see
himself stepping into that role for others. Both William and Josh spoke to the importance
of making change through leadership. Josh explained, “I've always done these sort of
roles because I'm somebody who if there's a chance for me to make a difference, I will
always do it”. Josh also mentioned seeing issues with fraternity life and wanting to make
changes both with his fraternity and as part of the governing organization that oversees
all fraternities at UVM. William was involved in student council in high school because
he wanted to make a difference and continued with student government in college for the
same reason.
4.3.3 Indifferent to Leadership
Lastly, several participants noted initially they were not internally or externally
motivated to pursue leadership and were indifferent about taking on a leadership role. For
some, they fell into leadership, meaning no one else took a role and they felt obligated to
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step up. Others were bored and wanted to keep busy and knew a leadership role would
provide structure. Josh spoke to this with his first leadership role on his residence hall’s
council:
I started out in Hall Council my freshman year just ‘cause I was like I need
something to do…. so like just doing that little crappy leadership position on Hall
Council where I was the vice president really like didn’t matter at all. Just gave
me like some sort of extra responsibility somehow, and that made me feel good.
Steve led an outdoor organization, and was not looking for a leadership role when his
skills were noticed, “I was one of the only people in my year, you know, trainees to have
actual experience in [sport name] and so that… I was just a little better at it than other
folks my year. And so, that's generally been how it is determined.” For Phineas,
becoming the captain of a varsity athletic team came down to a vote from his peers and
was not something he actively petitioned. He explained, “But, for the sports stuff, that's
just, that's my life. That's what I love to do. Like it was an honor to be named captain, but
I wasn’t actively seeking that and it just kind of, I mean, it was a vote, so that was really
nice of my teammates to write my name on there.” Initially, Phineas had spoken about
internal motivation to lead in order to bulk up his resume, so while he may not have been
actively pursuing the role, he understood its benefit down the road.
4.3.4 Multiple Motivations
All participants cited multiple motivations for pursuing leadership and for some,
motivations differed depending on the leadership role. For example, two participants
noted that after obtaining one leadership role, they were then encouraged to apply for
others. This leadership pipeline was a common thread throughout one-third of the
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interviews. William spoke of his first role leading to other opportunities, “I think getting
leadership positions in it, beyond it was kind of like a…almost like a natural thing. I was
involved in all these other things already, as leadership positions. So why not step up to
the plate when I might be needed?” John and Clyde spoke to gaining one leadership
position in a club, which lead to two others, and eventually a director role. Josh made
connections through his fraternity which led him to pursue a leadership role in a different
service organization. Cedar worked his way up through the ranks in his organization from
treasurer to president.
As a group, we discussed these findings in greater detail during the focus group
session. When asked if the three categories of motivation aligned with their experiences
they agreed, but also noted that sometimes multiple motivations arose. For example, Tom
noted:
OK, so now we’re [points to Phineas] just talking too and I think both of us found
that we kind of seek out leadership internally. It would be really cool to be a
leader in this program and then having validation and someone else to say
independently of that, “oh, I think you'd be an awesome leader” definitely brought
us both to seek out the positions we’re in.
The intersections of internal and external motivation resonated with other participants
who agreed that it was often the combination of being interested in leadership and having
the encouragement from a mentor or peer. William spoke of internal motivation for his
involvement in a political club, but external motivations emerged for student government,
demonstrating that some participants had different motivations depending on the
organization:
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For [political organization] I also want to go into politics and my major is political
science and history so that was just a career interests probably kind of thing and
working in that. [Student government] kind of I guess almost like a continuation
of the high school student council thing where I was interested in making the
school better.
William then expanded on his answer about motivation to continue pursuing additional
leadership roles both as someone with ambition, but also a leader who wants to make a
difference in their organizations:
Yeah, I think I’m kind of ambitious. I think I…not necessarily can do a better job
than other people, but think I have just as good of ideas or better, and want to
maybe improve things that I’ve been in. [Political club] was a mess last year and
although I was involved in the leadership, I didn’t agree with the president and a
lot of things that he did. So, I was like “alright, I want to be president this year.
Let's get things straight before I graduate.” I think is a pretty big motivator.
It is important to note that not all participants could picture themselves neatly in one
motivational box. Those who held multiple leadership roles in college often had differing
levels of motivation depending on context. Contextual factors included whether they
were the only candidate for the position, if others encouraged them to apply, or a change
in confidence from their first role. For many, the motivations to pursue their first
leadership role were different from other roles they pursued later in college, which for
some participants was linked directly to developmental growth, which will be explored
further in Chapter 5.
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4.4 Summary
Motivation to pursue leadership in college was not a linear process for
participants. While themes emerged across internal motivations, external motivations,
and indifference about pursuing leadership, participants also saw themselves motivated
by various and differing factors. There was not one singular factor that motivated all
participants. Motivations varied both between participants and within each participants’
passion and interest in an organization. A participant could feel internally motivated to
pursue one role and need encouragement to pursue a different position. These shifts in
motivation and their relationship to student development will be further explored in
Chapter 5.
4.5 Leadership and Development
Regardless of motivation, most participants spoke positively about their
leadership role and its impact on their development throughout college. In addressing the
research question, how do leadership experiences aid men in their journey toward selfauthorship?, I coded interviews using self-authorship to analyze the intersections of
student development and leadership. The theoretical framework for this study focused on
college student development theory centering around development in three areas:
interpersonal, intrapersonal, and epistemological development. The journey toward selfauthorship is facilitated by meaning making in these three developmental areas. In the
following section, I explore the interpersonal, intrapersonal and epistemological
development of participant through the vehicle of leadership in college. Table 6 provides
a frequency table detailing areas of development most cited by participants. Later in the
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discussion, I further develop the connection between participants’ development and the
journey toward self-authorship.

Table 6
Leadership and Self-Authorship
Pseudonym

Mixed
gender

All men

INTERPERSONAL

INTRAPERSONAL

EPISTOLOGICAL

Josh

x

x

You can learn from
others as a leader
just as much as they
learn from you.

I need to take care
of myself to be the
best leader for
others // Do not take
on roles you are not
committed to

Deeper
understanding of
inclusivity and
social justice
through role as
resident assistant

John

x

Motivating others
through relationship
building //
developing empathy
to help others
through challenges

Leadership and
growth are a
lifelong process

Different types of
leaders can thrive
in outdoor spaces;
more than one way
to lead

Importance of
structure and
continuity

Family and
community from
high school set
values

Sam

x

Tom

x

x

Important that
others know he
cares about them,
supports them as
captain

Being a captain is
more than just being
the most athletic

It is ok not to do
everything. You
can defy the
expectations of
what others have
set for you.

William

x

x

Inspiring others
toward personal
growth

Adjusting
leadership and
communication
style when it wasn’t
serving others

x

Keeping others
motivated, making
sure everyone
enjoys their
experience

Learned the
importance of
being open minded
and thoughtful
from leaders before
him.
Changes will not
happen unless you
act. As a leader you
have an impact on
making change //
Admirable to
follow your
passions even if

Phineas
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they are not the
traditional
definition of
“success”
Clyde

x

Learned about
delegation // lean on
team during times
of challenge //
learned from
observing other
leaders

Cedar

x

Peers taught him
about teamwork and
delegation // lean on
team during times
of challenge

Steve

x

Pushed and inspired
others led to growth
in confidence

Experienced growth
in confidence as a
leader

George

x

Creating a fun and
inspiring
environment for
others

Translating passion
for the outdoors is a
leadership trait

Possible to hold
peers accountable
and make the
experience fun for
others // possible to
maintain a personal
life outside of
leadership

Learned about the
existence and
importance of
racial affinity
spaces

4.5.1 Interpersonal Development
A major theme was interpersonal development through leadership, often as a
result of their relationships with others. Participants experienced a transition from
displaying little confidence in their leadership abilities, or feeling inadequate, to later
feeling confident and developing a sense of accomplishment through leadership. Multiple
participants were surprised that others saw leadership potential in them, and later were
able to recognize the potential others believed they possessed.
Cedar gave credit to previous leaders helping him build his confidence and the
importance of learning how to work effectively as a team. He explained:
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I didn't know I was going to be into a leadership position until the end of my
freshman year, which I found intimidating. I was very close to the club signers
before-hand, and the captains, they were great influences on me. Coming into
college, I was very hesitant for some things…it was kind of a mentorship-byproxy and I was very hesitant to become a leader.
Additionally, being responsible for a group of his peers during overnight trips helped him
develop confidence in his ability to be responsible for a high amount of risk. Cedar
explained how learning to delegate to his peers through his leadership role:
So, I've been learning how to delegate as well. Usually, I’m just going back
before I was a leader, I was always the person who would carry the equipment, or
carry, or like set up the stanchions. As a leader, now it’s my chance to give
someone else that opportunity, so learning how to deviate from that role of being
a very involved person to a leader who can promote that.
Similar to Cedar, Clyde expanded upon his leadership role heading up the equipment and
office space for the organization which required overseeing a staff and having to delegate
tasks:
I’ve just become a lot more aware of the confidence I feel in different roles I play
with people, and just leadership and trusting myself to keep best interest in mind;
pay a lot of attention, being attentive to things going on.
William expanded upon the theme of instilling growth in others when asking himself, “so
how can you help people make themselves feel kind of almost fulfilled, and a part of
what you’re doing instead of just being like a random person?” William understood his
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role as a leader meant he needed to inspire and lead others for their betterment, not just
his own.
Similarly, John’s passion for the outdoors came through in his relationships with
others, “I hope that my enjoyment shines through and that resonates and, in turn,
motivates people to do it. Yeah, like that’s why I do this stuff is because I enjoy it and at
the end of the day care about the organization and these experiences that it affords
people.” George too explained the significance of fostering a fun and inclusive
environment:
I just want them, like whoever’s behind me to have fun, know who they are. And
that they are included and that they’re welcome to say whatever they need to be
and feel that they’re welcome to be there. And that they shouldn’t feel ashamed
for what they do or what they say in this space that both of us are kind of present
in.
Participants stressed the importance of creating environments that emulated the reasons
they got involved: to have fun, make friends, and develop confidence. These themes
emerged mainly through leaders involved in physical activities such as club sports,
outdoor adventures, and high-risk activities where a team environment is valued and
prioritized.
Additionally, participants spoke of challenges in working with others which
helped them understand that leadership was more than being an inspirational leader.
Cedar had to learn to lean on others in his organization when he needed guidance:
I would say find one or two people to really…someone you can talk to you.
There’s a lot of things that you’re going to be upset about. No one’s readily gonna
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thank you for it, because you’re maybe putting as much time as you put into
practice, you’re putting as much time into the background. So, really find those
people to help you.
Clyde echoed Cedar’s sentiments on finding confidence and supports within an
organization:
It is a ton of work. At this point, now it’s a lot of my identity here. Now, since
stepping into that so whole-heartedly my freshman year I’ve made my really good
friends there. So, I have friends, it [leadership] doesn’t feel like much of a
crushing weight because I’m doing it with a lot of people. I am now not just like,
in past leadership situations, I’ve been the only support and now I get support and
I am the support and I also am the authority on things.
The stressful part of leadership did not feel as challenging because Clyde was able to
count on his friends for support, and he enjoyed the work. In contrast to high school roles
that left him less fulfilled, his college leadership roles in outdoor adventure organizations
gave him a greater sense of purpose because of the strength of the community.
John explained how developing empathy and leading with his nurturing side
helped him be a better leader during tough times:
Being able to be tough and gritty when it’s needed and not necessarily this overt,
‘RAAAHH!,’ but digging into the work and being able to either take care of a
group or just get the job done when it’s hard and difficult and whatever. You’re
out [in] the rain and sleet. To also being able to have that nurturing, emotional
side within you and understanding that you have to feed that as well and be able
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to serve that role for groups. And it’s not that you’re so much turning one on or
one off, but being able to tap into both sides of that.
He found that by defying the stereotypes of an “outdoors man” to lead with care helped
him better attune to the needs of his group.
Phineas spoke to the challenges of keeping a Division I athletic team motivated,
especially when athletes are so driven by winning and success:
I think the most important part of our [my team’s] good experience is that it’s a
positive experience for all four years. We’re not competing for national titles. It’s
not so much we want to win every week, although I do. But it’s more that
everyone is enjoying their time, everyone’s getting something positive out of it.
So, just doing what you can to make sure that everyone is doing well and
everyone is still having a good time. And even though it’s a grind, and it sucks
sometimes, it’s still worth their while to keep going and they can look back on it
in however many years and say that it was worthwhile, and that it was a good
time.
Although his team was not experiencing success in their sport, it was important for
Phineas to create a position and uplifting environment for his teammates. Beyond
winning, he knew his role as captain was about more than athletic success, but building
character and lasting friendships.
Overall, participants experienced interpersonal growth by learning how to lead
from peers, being responsible for a group, motivating others, and working through
challenges. This growth resulted in gains or outcomes for leaders by increasing their
confidence, inspiring/motivating others, and developing empathy. Often, these
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interpersonal skills were what also helped leaders grow in the realm of intrapersonal
development.
4.5.2 Intrapersonal Development
Tom, a varsity athlete, realized that being a captain was more than being the most
athletically gifted. He recognized the ways he could be a leader for the team even though
he was not the fastest:
I want to stress to people that no matter what your time is, if you’re on this team, I
want you to feel like I care about you and I know my other two captains also care
about you. And like you said [team name] being individual and team sport, I feel
like as a captain, I want to make sure I’m also good so that other people who
might be beating me don’t feel like, all of a sudden, like ‘who’s this guy? He's not
even that fast and he’s a captain. Why am I not a captain?’
As a first-year student, Tom was concerned about being one of the slower members and
reflecting on that feeling, he spoke to being a role model for new students who might also
be struggling with their confidence. Tom felt it was important to show that the captain of
the team did not need to be the fastest member, and his peers could understand that they
provide important contributions to the team, regardless of their athletic ability. This
experience helped Tom to learn that for himself, being a leader meant so much more than
being the fastest or the best. He could be an effective leader in many ways.
William started to understand when elements of his leadership style did not work
for others. He expressed learning when to hold back:
I think it’s taught me to recognize when I’ve gone too far and might have been
wrong or stepped on someone’s toes in one way or another. I think it’s taught me
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to be a better communicator, not necessarily like communicating in emails, but
communicating my thoughts and why I might think the way I’m thinking or come
to that particular conclusion.
By adjusting his communication style, William was able to be a more successful leader,
but it took making some mistakes and internal reflection for him to realize that making
these changes would have a positive impact on not only his development, but also his
effectiveness as a leader.
George discovered that his greatest strength as a leader was translating his love of
the outdoors to others in his organization. He was called “to help them find their interests,
to inspire other people. Similar to how I found my interest to inspire and lead other folks
to become as passionate as like the outdoors as possible.” By infusing his love for the
outdoors in his leadership style, he was able not only to enjoy his leadership role but also
to inspire others to pursue their passions as well.
John spoke of personal growth through his time with different outdoor
experiences at UVM. Through leadership he learned that growth is a lifelong process:
I think the biggest takeaway is that there’s always room for growth. Sometimes
we talk about the ever-present summit. You’re kind of just always walking along
on this path, and it’s a much better metaphor that I’m painting it as right now, but
it’s along your journey, hopefully continuously growing, but it’s not…you don’t
hit this day where you’re like, ‘oh, I’ve figured it out.’ It’s very multidimensional
and always more to learn. And I always appreciate that because I find that
leadership and fortunately feedback you get from that a lot is a good kind of
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mirror, a way to get a mirror back on yourself and kind of check in on where
you're at and how things are going.
John cited feedback as an important way to grow and check your progress along the way.
His passion for the outdoors was fostered through leadership, and he was able to
articulate that growth through his involvement but also his commitment to lifelong
learning.
Involvement in leadership created an environment for students to learn about
themselves both as leaders and as individuals. By practicing leadership, participants
honed their individual leadership styles to positively impact others. Furthermore, they
learned lifelong skills such as adjusting their communication style, using their passion to
inspire others, and embracing lifelong learning and growth. Participants expressed that an
increase in confidence as a leader, stronger communication skills, and the ability to
inspire others were positive outcomes gleaned from their leadership roles. An important
part of this journey was epistemological development in which they learned how to lead
by challenging the preconceived notions about leadership.
4.5.3 Epistemological Development
Epistemological development or “how do I know what I know” appeared for
participants in relation to leadership and who, in their minds, were best suited for those
roles. Participants remarked on having a change of beliefs in who they thought might be
the best or most qualified for leadership after taking on a leadership role in college. Often
this came from someone believing in them, and for others, it was figuring out their own
unique leadership style, which differed from traditional stereotypes of men in leadership
roles.
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George spoke of developing an awareness of racial affinity spaces when he
came to UVM. As a BIPOC student, he did not immediately latch on to affinity spaces,
only to become the leader of one a few years later. He explained that transition:
I think I’m very glad that I learned what they were [affinity spaces] and I’m very
that glad that I’m a part of them. Also, at the same time…the creation of them
makes me think that other people don’t feel welcome in other different groups and
that’s kind of another problem on its own.
His awareness of affinity spaces transitioned from non-existent, to confusion, to
ultimately acceptance of their value and importance at a predominantly White institution
like UVM.
John spoke of defying the notions of what kind of leader is needed in outdoor
spaces. He was able to recognize that while certain technical skills are needed as a leader,
empathy, compassion, and caring for others was equally as important. He explained his
leadership philosophy:
…showing them that a good leader is empathic and attending to these emotional
needs and group interpersonal needs. It’s not, ‘this is how you tie this knot,’ and
that’s what your takeaway is going to be. It’s like, how do we move from, that
like macho toughness to this more, traditionally, what’s perceived as feminine,
nurturing, caring for one another, being a community? And starting there to then
build up a community or a team, whatever that group is going to be.
John was able to defy the stereotypes of what he thought a male wilderness leader should
be to further embrace his style of leadership more based around community.
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Josh spoke of how his role as a resident assistant (RA) helped to change his
perceptions on inclusivity and social justice. Before coming to college, he was a selfprofessed “country boy,” and being an RA helped him understand more about identities
he does not hold. He explained:
One hundred percent, being an RA, that was the point where I just like, ‘oh, I get
it’. That was when it hit. And since then, I’ve been getting better and better,
‘cause it is a learning process throughout the whole time. But that was the
moment where a switch flipped and I was like, ‘oh wait, I get it’. And then with
that flip switch, also came, I did not understand Black Lives Matter as a freshman.
I didn’t get it. And now I can’t even see myself not being an ally.
Through this leadership experience, Josh was able to examine the beliefs he came to
college with and how those were challenged at UVM. His perspective shifted from not
understanding a movement like Black Lives Matter to seeing himself as an ally. He
described moving from a “middle of the road” point of view to one “more liberal and
accepting.” Phineas also spoke of being raised in a more conservative environment and
adjusting and accepting the more progressive ideas at UVM. For Phineas, this realization
was not linked explicitly to leadership, but through exposure to people different from
him.
Participants needed to examine what they knew about leadership so they could
then define it for themselves. Oftentimes they did not see themselves as leaders and had
to learn by doing to better understand how they could defy the mold and create their
authentic leadership style. Exposure to new ideas, interacting with peers of different
identities, and watching others lead helped form their definition of leadership. As
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previously noted, one area of development impacts another. The intersections of
developmental growth and their impact on leadership are explored in the following
section.
4.5.4 Asynchronous Development
It is important to note that development in one area was not mutually exclusive of
development in another. For some participants, development in one realm (interpersonal,
intrapersonal, or epistemological) also led to growth in a different area. John spoke of
gaining confidence in leadership (intrapersonal) and being inspired to help others learn
these same skills (interpersonal). When he discussed hiking trips he said, “a lot of
confidence comes with knowing that you can go do this two-night backpacking trip or go
out on this wilderness expedition… I think it’s really empowering for everyone.” Being a
leader helped him understand how he could create growth opportunities for others, which
in turn created personal growth in his confidence. Cedar better understood his leadership
style (intrapersonal) by learning there are multiple ways to lead (epistemological), which
enabled him to engage younger members of the organization by delegating
responsibilities and mentoring them (interpersonal). Steve spoke of a growth in
confidence to lead (intrapersonal) which motivated him to push members of his team to
achieve more (interpersonal) since he had learned from a past experience that if you are
pushed too far, the challenge can lead to failure (epistemological). Both Clyde and John
supervised high-risk, outdoor adventure trips and learned that the responsibility of
keeping others safe instilled a greater confidence in their ability to lead and serve as
positive role models for their peers. When presented with different ways to lead by
example or through trial and error, participants challenged their definition of leadership
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and were able to be better leaders for others. As participants found out what worked for
their leadership style, they were better able to improve their interpersonal skills.
Now that the foundations of development have been explored through leadership,
I overlaid them with masculinity and gender to answer the research question, does
involvement in leadership activities in college serve as a disruptor to help men critically
external formulas relating to gender and masculinity? I asked participants about pivotal
moments in their understanding of gender in college. The following section explores the
intersections of leadership and gender at UVM.
4.6 Meaning Making: Leadership and Gender
To answer the question, how can involvement in leadership activities in college
serve as a disruptor to help men critically examine external formulas relating to gender
and masculinity?, participants provided various responses. When asked about an
influential experience that led to a different understanding about gender, participants did
not all cite their leadership role as a contributing factor. Most participants spoke of the
collegiate environment as what spurred a deeper acknowledgement and awareness of
gender, not their positional leadership role. Thus, the research question how did men who
pursue leadership opportunities in college experience dissonance that made them critical
of prescribed gender expectations? was relevant only for a select number of participants.
This question was irrelevant for participants who did not have a formative gender
experience through leadership.
Furthermore, the participants who spoke of having a deeper understanding of
gender, all led mixed gender groups with the exception of Phineas. Table 7 illustrates
responses from participants when they were asked, “provide an example of a time in
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college when you started to think differently about your gender or masculinity?” The
table indicates whether the participants were the leader of a mixed gender group, an allmen’s group, or both. For participants who were leaders in multiple groups, they may
have led both. Participants not listed in the table either had not changed their views in
college around gender or could not provide an example.
Table 7
Exposure to New Ideas about Gender in College
Participant

Mixed
gender

All
men

ENVIRONMENTS/EXPERIENCES THAT LED
TO DEEPER UNDERSTANDING OF GENDER

Josh

x

x

More progressive environment at UVM than
hometown // Meeting new people as a Resident
Assistant

Tom

x

x

More progressive environment at UVM than
hometown

William

x

x

Awareness of inclusive language at UVM // History
of Sex course

x

Meeting new people

Phineas
Clyde

x

More progressive environment at UVM than
hometown

Cedar

x

Awareness of inclusive language at UVM

George

x

Meeting new people

George described meeting new people as opening his awareness of gender, “The
individuals that I’ve come across…just like their own personal perspectives on like how
they see things and how they do things. That definitely changes my perspective, like what
it means to be, like, a male or female or other.” Phineas also spoke of exposure to others
impacting his view of gender, “Yeah, I guess just seeing people do it. Just learning by
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example….just like the whole culture of UVM is a very progressive place and people are
allowed to explore what they want to explore here.” Cedar spoke of the importance of
forming peer relationships and being exposed to a more progressive environment at UVM
to opening him to new ideas like gender pronouns. While positional leadership roles may
not have created environments for an exploration of gender, exposure to other people as a
result of being involved on campus opened participants up to different ways of thinking
about gender.
Although the men in this study may not have deepened their personal
understanding of gender or masculinity through positional leadership, the experience
made them more aware of gendered spaces. Cedar spoke of changing the name of his
organization to a more gender inclusive name. George noticed that he was the only man
on the leadership team of his outdoor organization, even though many men participate in
their trips. John became more conscious of the dominance of White cisgender men in the
outdoors when leading mixed gender groups and focused his energy on making spaces
more inclusive and affirming. William’s organization had a conversation around the term
“you guys” and encouraged members to use more inclusive language. He also deepened
his knowledge on gender through a History of Sex class in college which taught the
history of gender stereotypes and their evolution over time.
Clyde began to recognize that his home environment was repressed in terms of
relationships and sexuality, and seeing other students live authentically inspired him to
explore what these identities meant to him. He explained:
I kind of took away the authority from that paradigm, gave it to myself and I
started to think a lot more about my sexuality and my gender identity and how I
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relate to other people. And what roles I play that are not like, don't seem to be
like, what traditionally a lot of people think are the man’s role.
This awareness coincided with his first leadership role on campus in an environment
where he knew this questioning and exploration would be accepted.
Tom noted that his experience in a leadership role had not changed his perception
of masculinity:
I don’t think it’s changed too much, how I’ve thought about myself as a man.
Some of the people I work with on the leadership team, one of my other co-leads
is a woman and I think she contributes just as much, if not more, than some of us.
Although his self-perception of gender had not changed, being exposed to women in
leadership roles expanded his thinking on the contributions of women to a mendominated engineering club.
Josh was one participant that spoke to deepening his awareness of gender and
other social issues in colleges through his role as an RA, mainly through interaction with
his residents:
UVM honestly has taught me to be more open about a lot of stuff. ‘Cause I’m a
little bit of a country boy. I grew up in an independent Catholic, politically
independent household. Very middle of the road. It ended up leading me towards
[a] more liberal and accepting point of view.
Josh described of the impact of living with his residents:
Talking relationship drama between all of them, for some reason opened me up to
understanding like gender identity, sexual orientation, ‘cause everybody’s not like
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you, there’s every walk of life in a hall, so you experience all of it at the same
time. And that’s probably where I learned it the most is from my own residents.
Without being an RA, Josh would not have developed the close relationships with his
residents that was needed to develop trust and learn from one another. He cited these
experiences as the most influential in helping him expand his view of gender and
masculinity.
Although participant’s awareness of gender increased, few took the next steps to
make changes within their organization to create more inclusive environments outside of
tweaks to language. When I asked participants what they made of this statement during
the focus group, they agreed, but also spoke to how sometimes “being in the room” when
other men were not present could make a difference. John spoke to a recent experience of
showing up to social justice conversations for his organization and being one of the only
White men in the space. Following up on John’s thought, Clyde felt conflicted about
taking up space as a White man in mixed gender spaces:
I think speaking more to, exposure as a leader, developing my sense of
responsibility comes with really having fleshed out ethics or what it means to be a
male leader. And how I treat that role? And the weight I give it. And then that
responsibility tends to be, you know, questions quite like, ‘why am I talking right
now?’; ‘do I need to be in this space or who can I bring to this space that would
be able to advocate for themselves?’
He explored an awareness of his identities and their impact on certain spaces, but had yet
to fully commit to taking a stance on his role in both perpetuating male dominance or
working to dismantle patriarchal systems. I then asked the group:
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I’d love you all to challenge me on this if it is something that I misconstrued—
most people talked about having a deeper understanding of masculinity and
gender, but I think only one of you talked about actually doing something to
dismantle a system, so using your male privilege for good. I thought that was
something interesting, that as men in leadership positions, you are in a place of
power …and a lot of you talked about, will I create a more inclusive
environment?... But maybe [you] haven’t gone to that place of taking a lot of
action?
After reflecting, they admitted there was more they could do, and that they had not taken
steps to take their newfound knowledge about gender to take steps to dismantle
patriarchal systems or create more gender equity in their organizations. Clyde mused:
I think part of being a male leader and having responsibilities that come with that,
comes with knowing how you are complicit and spending time sitting with that.
What’s come up for me and that inner dialogue is why is this so easy to walk
away from? Or, why is it so easy to not show up? And why do I get so much
sympathy when I was having a hard time and didn’t show up to something I said I
would commit to? That happens to be something that is, you know trying to
dismantle gender imbalances and racial imbalances.
Cedar vocalized being more in the beginning steps of thinking about gender, and not
quite ready to act:
I think about leadership and masculinity in my head a lot, but having the chance
to verbalize it, that is new, at least for me. And that you have all these ideas in
your head, to put into words that could be more difficult and that can allow you to
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have better synthesis of these ideas and where you stand. Vocalizing it, especially
to someone else, and even outside your organization helps as well.
Participants further in their developmental journey toward exploring their gender could
be ready to take steps to make their organizations and communities more equitable.
Others were still learning and exploring and were uncomfortable when pressed on how
they might be complicit by not taking action. In Chapter 5, I explore the links between
gender awareness and college student development theory in greater detail.
4.7 Summary of Gender Findings
Participants deepened their awareness and understanding of gender through their
college experience, but not necessarily through a positional leadership opportunity. Some
were able to make changes such as using more inclusive language or working toward
creating more welcoming environments, but, overall, participants did not cite their
leadership roles as substantial opportunities to engage in deep reflection about
masculinity or the catalyst to dismantling patriarchal systems. Exposure to other students
that defied gender stereotypes or quality time spent with women were cited as significant
experiences to deepen ones’ understanding of gender, but through the lens of learning of
others. These experiences are not exclusive to leadership environments, thus I cannot
make the conclusion that leadership served as a disruptor for men to challenge gender
roles and expectations. Although participants may have gained further exposure and
education by being involved in organizations, leadership was not the catalyst nor the
vehicle for deeper understanding of masculinity, experiencing dissonance around gender
roles, or changing their behaviors. For some participants, this exposure was facilitated
through involvement in organizations or leadership, but for most, it was simply by being
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part of a college community. Participants largely did not see their role as a leader on
campus as an educator or change maker in relation to gender and masculinity.
4.8 Motivation, Self-Authorship, and Leadership
The crossovers between motivation, leadership, and self-authorship emerged as
participants spoke of how motivations changed over time through their own
developmental growth. As participants learned more about themselves as leaders, their
motivations for pursuing a secondary leadership role often transformed. I noted that
participants spoke of their motivations differently after becoming involved in their first
leadership role. In this section, I explore participants’ motivations through three stages of
self-authorship: following formulas, crossroads, authoring your own life.
Cedar’s change from following formulas looked like getting involved in college
because he had done so in high school to eventually become treasurer and president of
the organization. He craved structure and wanted to fill his time, thus signed up because
the organization looked like the combination of a few activities he participated in during
high school. When he joined his organization, he did not have leadership intentions, but
through the mentorship of leaders in the club, he was encouraged to build his skills and
take on an executive role. Cedar spoke of the transition from following formulas to the
crossroads when he experienced having to make decisions and exercise autonomy
without “authority figures” present:
That leadership was kind of a scary thing because going back to high school,
which is very unique about us, is we don’t have coaches. Everything is studentran, in even the teaching and leading of practices as well. So that was
intimidating. I always relied on a coach, so I felt comfortable as captain in high
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school. But in [organization], I had to be not only in charge of running practices
and keeping tabs on people, but also the managerial work which my coaches have
done previous.
In his first leadership role, Cedar learned how to rely on himself and others on the team
for support since coaches would not be present. Through mentorship from upperclass
executive board members, he learned the skills needed to thrive in his role. When he
decided to run for president, he “felt ready to take that step and not only that, but…carry
out some of my own projects as well.” When I asked him what he had learned through
the experience, he spoke of his role in relation to others:
I've been learning how to, starting to delegate as well…As a leader, now it’s my
chance to give someone else that opportunity, so learning how to like, deviate
from that role of being a very involved person to a leader who can promote that.
Later in the interview, he returned to delegation:
Yeah, it sounds like that with what you said about delegation, too, of passing the
torch is important. Like yeah, I can hold all of this stuff, but that doesn't help
other people, if I am doing everything for them. And it sounds like there were
people who fostered that way for you of like, ‘no, you can do this, get involved,
like you’ve got this.’
Cedar learned the importance of delegation, not just to take more off his plate, but to
inspire others to develop and eventually lead. As a self-authored leader, Cedar was able
to acknowledge external voices (advice from past leaders) and merge it with his own
experiences to define how he would show up as a leader. In the same way his mentors
encouraged him to step up, he continued their legacy by passing the torch to others which
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in turn benefited his intrapersonal development. When I asked why being a leader in
college was important to him, Cedar replied:
To be honest, I think I learn more from it than some of my classes. With classes,
it’s more, what’s the word, like in theory… just like, talking about the idea rather
doing the work….I can organize a interstate travel trip, overnight planning,
working with many actors. So, for me, I feel I gain a lot of valuable life
experience about working with others.
He spoke directly to interpersonal development and the growth he experienced through
being involved in leadership in his organization.
Josh came to college seeing leadership as a means to an end. When he was
following formulas, he pursued leadership in college because authority figures told him it
is what he needed to get into a good college. At UVM, he jumped into leadership
opportunities within his residence hall and eventually became an RA. After struggling
with his mental health, he was not re-hired because his supervisor knew he needed to
prioritize his health over involvement. Josh took a different path, getting involved in
multiple leadership roles in fraternity life and a service organization. He was still in the
process of reconciling how to balance his drive for leadership, doing what is best for his
health, and serving his community. Josh was in the crossroads, trying to define his
leadership style while weighing others’ expectations of him. As an established leader on
campus, he was often encouraged to step up and take a role. When asked to take on an
executive role in a community service club when he had no intention of running, he
begrudgingly accepted and regretted the experience. He explained:
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It’s a drag on me. It’s something that I feel is important, but I don’t have enough.
It’s so important, but I don’t have the emotional and mental strength at this point
in my college career to give it my all. If there was a better candidate than me at
the time, or somebody who was just a little bit, not as [busy], I wish they had
gotten it and not me.
With a stronger internal foundation, Josh could have stayed as a general member and
enjoyed his experience. The pressure to take on a role he was not dedicated to ended up
negatively impacting him and the organization because he was too busy to give it his all.
Even with the leadership roles he was involved with, Josh wrestled with how to be the
best version of himself:
Leadership in college has taught me that I am a team player. But I need to be far
from leadership to be to be completely for the team, or I need to be the captain of
the team and there’s no in between. I can’t be half captain of the team. And that’s
something that I’m slowly working on where it’s just like, I’m hyper involved and
I know I’d like to have control. And I’ve slowly been, especially this past year
I’ve been, ‘that’s not my job. I’m not going to do it.’
As a driven leader, Josh struggled to find time for himself, negotiate other’s expectations
of him, and learn how to best contribute to an organization.
These two examples highlight how participants’ motivations changed over time
in tandem with their development. Cedar was able to develop in all three areas
(interpersonal, intrapersonal, and epistemological) to become a self-authored leader. Josh
continued to find his way as he was challenged by intrapersonal and interpersonal
development. Epistemologically, he could not reconcile how he can lead without being in
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a leadership role. He had yet to find his inner voice to do what is best for him and his
organizations while maintaining his balance and health.
4.9 Focus Group Findings
As discussed in Chapter 3, I employed a focus group for the dual purpose of
member checking for enhanced validity and to provide another method to increase
triangulation. Results from the focus group conducted after the individual interviews
provided additional data points as well. Through additional cross-case analysis, I
collected data to elicit insight into self-authorship’s dimension of interpersonal
development in which this group of men reflected on masculinity, leadership, and
motivation with one another rather than solely as individuals. Prior to the focus group, all
participants were sent a summary of initial findings which included a word cloud of the
most used words, two models (first drafts of Figure 4 and a self-authorship model), as
well as two pages of descriptive analysis pertaining to motivation, self-authorship,
leadership, and gender. Initial findings revealed (1) Participants were motivated
internally, externally, or lacked motivation; (2) Participants experienced growth in three
domains of self-authorship through their leadership roles; (3) Participants learned about
gender and masculinity through informal peer relations, expose to new environments, or
academic settings.
Seven of the ten participants attended the focus group, thus providing a
representative sample, but not fully capturing the experience of all participants. I created
a short PowerPoint presentation to share my initial findings during the focus group. In the
spirit of constructivism, participants were given the opportunity to directly engage with
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one another and the researcher to collectively make meaning around the research
questions of this study as well as their experience as participants.
Data that emerged from the focus group suggested that my initial findings
aligned with participants’ lived experiences. Cedar explained, “At least for me, I felt well
represented by those slides. I don’t see any conflict, but I definitely did see parts of
myself in those slides.” Participants noted that their individual interview gave them
further reflection and space to make meaning, often about topics they had never discussed
with another person. Others stated that theories such as self-authorship gave them
language and context to describe their leadership journey. John shared:
That crossroads language just gave me another lens to view some of these
moments along the way, and there’s definitely been sort of micro and macro
crossroads at UVM. You will have different experiences and a lot of good ones
leading to growth. Interesting applying that to different clubs and the academic
side of things as well.
Toward the end of the focus group after we talked about gender, John continued:
I think the conversation was definitely a helpful reflection. I don’t think it was
revelatory in some ways, but I did appreciate the space, being able to take a look
back, see where I’ve been, where I’m going. Especially in some issues that I do
really care about and kind of like you said, moving from an awareness to taking
more active steps.
Tom described his experience with the interview:
I’m not really sure if there’s a space for this, but just sitting down and having that
talk with you and being able to speak about myself as a leader and everything.
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This is kinda silly, but that was the first time I really sat down and thought about
how I ended up in that position and what made me really seek that out. And kind
of look back on it now retrospective way…. definitely helped me clear my head
and understand more about who I was.
The focus group highlighted the lack of spaces created for men at UVM to discuss
leadership, masculinity, and personal growth. Participants were able to make meaning
with me during the interview process, and took the time for further reflection afterwards,
often with some new language to help them better understand their experience.
Suggestions for how to replicate the meaning making facilitation and reflection
experienced during the focus group will be highlighted in Chapter 5.
The concept of multiple motivations also arose from the focus group.
Participants voiced that they felt represented by both internal and external motivations,
but also provided reasoning for analysis around multiple motivations. Tom initially spoke
of wanting to lead (internal motivation) and the push from a peer (external motivation) as
what eventually led him to take on the role. John agreed with Tom about the intersections
of internal, external, and multiple motivations:
Definitely agree with the kind of the multiplicity that can go on there. And I think
perhaps once you’re involved with the program, there can be different pulls across
those three. Something that was interesting, applying those to my own experience.
When I asked if participation in the study made them think differently about motivation,
Phineas, William, and Tom agreed that the intersections of self-authorship and
motivation made them aware of their need to blaze their own path in college and
intentionally step away from their parents’ expectations. They were able to identify with
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the crossroads phase of self-authorship and feeling confident in their new path, but still
unsure about the future beyond UVM. William identified his early college experience as
following formulas and was able to recognize personal growth and acknowledge he is
still in crossroads, and figuring everything out. Sam also spoke of feeling like he was in
the crossroads through exposure to new ideas and environments at college. He identified
with having a “case of macro-level crossroads” when he came to college by being
exposed to new and different ideas. While he appreciated self-authorship as a framework
to better understand his development, participation in the interview has not impacted how
he leads.
Although participants did not make the implicit connection between selfauthorship and leadership, they were able to see places in their lives where they moved
from following formulas to the crossroads, and the interview process helped them make
meaning of those experiences. Further in this chapter, I discuss the intersections of
leadership and self-authorship both in individual cases and across all interviews.
Toward the end of the focus group, we discussed the impact of gender and
masculinity on their college careers through the lens of leadership. Clyde was one of the
only participants to make a direct connection between masculinity and leadership, both in
the focus group and his individual interview. He reflected:
I may not have brought up an initial conversation we had, the exposure part really
resonates with me. Meeting more male leaders that I trusted to talk with about
gender roles and masculinity in leadership and kind of the fabric of our roles in
the nature of like how that pertains to being leader, your responsibility to other
people.
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On the other hand, Sam spoke of feeling comfortable with his “role as a man” prior to
college, which has become clearer with age and experience, not through leadership or the
college environment outside of his involvement with a Christian men’s group:
I came here for school; I had a good basic understanding of my role as a man and
what it means to be one and then just like simply aging in my late teens and early
20s. This has obviously allowed me to understand, to learn more things on what
may be a lot of external things might look like and how they and how they might
impact and how they impact my role, my role as a man in society.
John spoke of exposure and involvement, not necessarily leadership, in helping him
develop a deeper understanding of gender:
Perhaps there’s something inherently linked with leadership and just being
exposed to groups and working with groups where otherwise maybe you’d be in
your apartment or hanging out down on the green. I think that’s an interesting
notion. I don’t think I touched on, but just thinking about it now, how we’re just
automatically thrown into those groups. We do kind of a bird’s eye view
sometimes to see those interactions, and perhaps that deepening, how we perceive
that and understand gender roles.
Although participants held differing views on how they came to understand more about
gender and masculinity, they agreed that there was more they could do as leaders. John
and Clyde spoke of “showing up” to social justice discussions and the impact that has as
White men, but failed to take steps beyond listening and being in the room. They
acknowledged their privilege and were aware when they should and should not speak up,
but had yet to take apply knowledge gleaned from those spaces into action. No other
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participants spoke up during this portion of the interview, leaving room to continue to
challenge men in leadership roles to have these conversations about masculinity,
especially with other men. Recommendations on facilitating environments for reflection
will be discussed in Chapter 5.
The focus group served as a reliable member checking device to affirm that
initial findings reflected participants’ lived experiences and reflections on leadership,
motivation, and gender. Findings and analysis from the focus group are incorporated in
Chapter 5 to provide richer and deeper context to the individual interviews.
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
This study highlights the importance of leadership as a vehicle for the
interpersonal, intrapersonal, and epistemological development of men in college
leadership roles and the types of environments needed to critically examine masculinity.
Findings from this study can inform student affairs practitioners about what motivates
college men to pursue leadership and how to best provide educational experiences to
encourage men to more critically examine gender and masculinity through their
leadership roles. In the following chapter, I provide insight into the motivations of
college men to pursue leadership and offer suggestions on the best ways to motivate men
to pursue leadership in college.
I revealed three major themes: (1) Participants were motivated to pursue
leadership in three ways: internal motivation, external motivation, or a lack of
motivation. Some participants cited multiple motivations for a singular experience and
motivation fluctuated depending on the leadership role; (2) Participants experienced
developmental growth interpersonally, intrapersonally, and epistemologically through
their roles as leaders at UVM; (3) Participants experienced the most change in their
meaning making around gender and masculinity through informal, peer-led
environments. Involvement in leadership was rarely cited as a catalyst for a deeper
understanding of gender and masculinity.
The following section explores the three stages of self-authorship in relation to the
crossovers of gender and leadership. Later in the chapter, I overlaid the Social Change
Model for Leadership Development (SCM) with findings from my study to provide
student affairs practitioners a guide for engaging men in developmentally significant
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leadership activities that enhance their interpersonal, interpersonal, and epistemological
development as well as deepen their understanding of masculinity.
5.1 Discussion
Guided by the research question, does involvement in leadership activities in
college serve as a disruptor to help men critically external formulas relating to gender
and masculinity?, I employed three vignettes to highlight examples of participants’
intersections of leadership and gender. Using self-authorship as the framework for these
vignettes, I wove current student development scholarship into their experiences to
provide further analysis. In the following section, I explore how three participants make
meaning of gender through three stages of self-authorship: following formulas,
crossroads, and authoring your own life. These findings are supported by scholarship and
research in student development theory and self-authorship.
5.1.1 Sam: Following Formulas
Sam’s college journey has in many ways mirrored his high school experience. He
spoke of the importance of consistency; he prioritized continuing many of the same
activities he enjoyed in high school and strengthening his childhood core values. During
the interview and focus group, Sam did not cite any experiences in college that changed
how he thought about gender. His values and actions were shaped by those he admires:
parents, grandparents, high school mentors, and famous athletic figures (he is a big Coach
K fan!). He favored more traditional gender roles and stereotypes, and when asked during
the gender box activity about how he believed men should act, he replied:
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I also believe it's a man’s role in society to defend the weak, set examples, take
care of your body in the right way. I also like to put a big emphasis on like, stick
up for what you believe in - anybody can for that matter. Protect your family,
respect women, show emotions when needed to. And I’d say, like dressing
properly as well, dressing in a neatly and professional manner, as well.
Compared to other participants, Sam’s understanding of gender is dualistic and less
nuanced. Where other participants spoke of experiences that made them question
traditional gender roles (such as befriending a trans person or having conversations about
feminism with other women), Sam did not reflect on moments that challenged his belief
system and values prior to college. Twice during his interview he spoke of the “role of
men” in protecting or helping women. Sam did not recognize that “men are also harmed
by patriarchy through the manufactured consent to hegemonic standards” (Davis &
Wagner, 2005, p. 30) and saw his masculinity primary in terms of a binary gender
imbalance. The first step for students like Sam to grow in their understanding is to gain
awareness of hegemonic masculinity without creating a culture of shame and blame.
Jewkes et al. (2015) explained:
Masculinity itself should not be presented as inherently problematic or
oppressive. It is essential that interventions with individual men should focus on
the male privileges that stem from the patriarchal social order and change in
practices and beliefs of men, whilst contributing to an overarching goal of change
in the configuration of masculine ideals. (p. 122)
For these reasons, Sam is in the following formulas stage of development in relation to
gender. Students following formulas use a “meaning making structure with external
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orientation” by relying on external authorities to shape how they seem themselves,
relationships with others, and knowledge construction (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012, p.
13). Still in a stage of “transitional knowing” or relying on authorities rather than his
internal voice to make meaning, Sam’s understanding of gender and his positionality as a
man in society will continue to be influenced by outside voices until he is in an
environment or situation where his beliefs and actions are contested (Baxter Magolda,
2001). Baxter Magolda (2001) theorized that students’ “lack of experience in working
their way through ambiguity might account for their reliance on externally derived
formulas” (p. 72) which seems to be the case for Sam who has not been challenged either
in college and through leadership positions to question gender roles and how to define
masculinity for himself. Davis and Wagner (2005) wrote about the importance of a
“critical incident” to develop consciousness and experience growth, which is rarer when
an individual is privileged. Without significant experiences to make Sam doubt his
epistemological foundation around gender, he will continue to follow formulas and give
priority to beliefs he held before enrolling at UVM.
5.1.2 John: The Crossroads
When I asked John at what point he started thinking differently about masculinity,
he described his high school environment. In this next passage, John breaks down the
gender box activity and what prompted him to step “outside the box”:
Sophomore year was a break for me. A lot of my involvement to that point had
been athletics, football, and lacrosse. Not really driving things outside the box,
more of an inside the box, competitive macho atmosphere. A lot of testosterone
swirling around in those locker rooms. But I think part of moving to the outside of
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the box takes some confidence and growth, and I think getting opportunities at
leadership through church gave me the confidence to start to look beyond what’s
in the box and recognize that what lies on the outskirts of the box is like, really
positive traits that make up, you know, a good leader and a good man and a good
person, really.
John later spoke of exposure to men who defied traditional gender stereotypes as
significant influences on his thinking about masculinity. From Harry Styles’s Vogue
cover, to men in leadership roles in his organization, he was able to reflect on how their
actions could redefine masculinity. He explained:
I felt fortunate to have some really positive examples, like good masculinity.
Mentors that would cry or talk about, real things that we don’t often talk
about…Big bearded man starts crying – that’s impactful. You’re like, ‘oh well, I
can do that,’ there is space for that. Yeah, going beyond surface level.
With these positive examples in mind, John started to think about ways that he could
learn more about masculinity. Smith et al. (2019) highlighted the importance of peer
relationships for college men and their influence on changing hegemonic thinking to
create counternarratives of masculinity. During the focus group, John shared:
I was thinking about it recently. We have a branch of our club that focuses on
social justice and was thinking about that recently and showed up to some online
events that they were hosting different conversations, and kind of beyond
learning, putting a White male face into that space, which is not a group that
traditionally shows up to those conversations. So, trying to foster that as a
component of our environment when it is traditionally female-identifying folks
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showing up to those spaces in those conversations. I’m trying to show up to that
space and help. Move that along a little bit.
For John, showing up in this space as a representative was a risk, but he understood that
with an understanding of privilege comes responsibility to continue to learn. Davis and
Wagner (2005) warn, “the sex role scripts for men can serve to inhibit development of
social justice attitudes and actions” by denying men the ability to empathize, emote and
provide compassion for others (p. 32). Students in the crossroads are navigating the
challenges of external and internal meaning making. Entering the crossroads, students
learn to trust their internal voice, and with this comes the understanding that multiple
perspectives are valid. John was able to examine his positionality as a man and
understood his place in social justice spaces, but struggled to see how to integrate this
knowledge into his role as a leader. Barber and King’s (2014) study of why certain
experiences had the greatest impact on student learning concluded that students in the
crossroads recognized multiple perspectives, but were not at a place where “discomfort
led to action” like their peers who were in the self-authorship phase (p. 446). John talked
about his experience entering these spaces to listen and learn when responding to Clyde
during the focus group:
I like what you said, Clyde, showing up and maybe not being a huge part of the
dialogue but just like having your identity there, I definitely find myself in that
space then I’m like, ‘just shut up, just be here’. It’s like you know you don’t need
that person arriving like, ‘oh yeah, like White man, here’s how it is’.
In high school, John had started to reject toxic masculinity and furthered his
understanding in college by observing positive behaviors of mentors. His next step of
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putting himself in social justice spaces showed his growth, yet he failed to take any
concrete actions to create more equitable decisions in his leadership roles. Not ready for
the next step, men can often find that “hegemonic masculinity and male privilege
coalesce to provide powerful barriers to the development of social justice attitudes and
action (Davis & Wagner, 2005, p. 33). Martin et al.’s (2019) study that framed activism
as leadership found that participants engaged in activities that promoted social change
gleaned greater leadership outcomes. As the leader of an organization historically
dominated by men, creating space for gender equity conversations was particularly
important. Clyde replied to John and spoke to the complicity of being a man and being
given an out:
I think part of being a male leader and having responsibilities that come with that,
knowing how you are complicit and spending time sitting that. What’s come up
for me and that like inner dialogue, why is this so easy to walk away from? Or
why is it so easy to not show up? And why do I get so much sympathy when I
was having a hard time and don’t show up to something I said I would commit to?
That happens to be something that is, you know trying to dismantle gender
imbalances are racial imbalances.
Both John and Clyde understood their role in recognizing their privilege and the need to
take action, yet also recognize how easy it is to be complicit and not show up. Scholars
pointed to the role leadership educators have in helping men problematize harmful forms
of masculinity, facilitating opportunities for men to explore their identities individually
and with others, and modeling positive masculinity (Beatty & Tillapaugh, 2017). Laker
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(2019) suggested that men in leadership roles who have done the internal work of
understanding gender and masculinity issues have a unique position and responsibility:
Well-prepared peer leaders are in a particularly key position to speak about these
issues with substantial credibility. They may also be well positioned to challenge
fellow students in ways that are difficult for professional staff simply because of
peer leaders’ in-group status. (p. 182)
The hard work of engaging in actions that truly change organizations and promote equity
was something they both had yet to fully internalize to act upon. Students in the selfauthorship phase were better able to integrate their newfound internal foundation with
their actions, whereas students in the crossroads continued to be challenged by navigating
external influences as they build a stronger internal voice.
5.1.3 Becoming the Author of One’s Life
During college, not all students start authoring their own life. Often, they start to
make steps out of the crossroads to start listening more to their inner voice to decide
which outside influences are valid and which can be discarded. Individuals who are
authoring their lives are “those who use a meaning making structure with an internal
orientation” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012, p. 13). Throughout my study, I observed a
few examples of participants taking actions or speaking to ideas that were self-authored,
yet no students were fully in this stage when it came to the intersections of leadership and
gender. When creating my conceptual framework, I hypothesized that students would
have learned more about masculinity and gender through their leadership roles, which
was not represented in the data except for one participant. When juxtaposing selfauthorship with actions related to a growth in understanding of gender, no participants
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were becoming the author of their lives. In this stage, students would align their beliefs
with actions, as guided by a strong internal foundation. Cedar comes the closest by taking
action to change the gendered name of his organization to one that is more inclusive. He
was committed to making his historically male-dominated club sport more inclusive to all
genders. Other participants made small changes, like using more inclusive language or
being aware of how much they spoke up in mixed gender spaces. Participants were not
able to see beyond individual actions or small changes for their specific organization,
rather than to see themselves as leaders who had a responsibility to change the culture of
their organizations, or UVM as an institution, even though they wielded a significant
amount of power and influence. Jewkes et al. (2015) described the limited scope of this
type of small-scale action:
The ultimate challenge for gender activists is change in the idealised form of
masculinity, which will result in the most enduring impact on a society, and yet
most interventions are driven by the short-term goal of change in the attitudes and
behaviour of individual men. (p. 117)
Baxter Magolda and King (2012) continued that by trusting their internal voice, students
“took up the task of integrating their beliefs, values, identities and relationships into a
framework, or an internal foundation, to guide how they reacted to external influences”
(p. 90). For men in college in leadership roles, in order to move toward authoring one’s
own life, environments are needed to challenge their thinking and provide reflection and
space for meaning making. This process will help to create the internal framework to
make lasting and sustainable culture changes on their campuses. Contemporary
scholarship echoes this finding. Tillapaugh and Haber-Curran’s (2016) study of college
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men’s perceptions of leadership found that participants’ engagement within student
organizations:
…allowed for critical self-reflection around their identities, including their sense
of gender identity and masculinity; this allowed them to have a greater
understanding of their gender played out within their leadership practice.
Leadership educators should consider the ways that they can infuse activities and
exercises within existing curriculum that encourage all students to consider the
ways that identity, power, privilege, and oppression show up within their lives.
(pp. 144-145)
Later in this chapter I highlight suggestions for practitioners, student leaders, and scholars
to engage in meaningful praxis and scholarship around leadership and masculinity for
college men.
5.1.4 Self-Authorship and Gender Summary
These vignettes highlight participants’ developmental growth as they learned
more about gender and what masculinity meant to them. When participants were exposed
to environments where they encountered new ideas about gender and masculinity, they
were able to discard some of the formulas they were following embedded in toxic
masculinity and sexism. Participants who were not exposed to diverse environments
continued to follow formulas. Similar to the conclusions of Abes and Jones’s (2004)
study of lesbian college students, this study highlights the importance of fostering
meaning-making capacity through transformative educational contexts. Upon entering the
crossroads, participants sat with troubled knowledge (Jansen, 2009) surrounding male
privilege, or “knowledge which is troubling and discomforting, for different reasons, to
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different sides of a divided community” (Zembylas, 2012, p.114). Zembylas
recommended reaching the heart of an issue by targeting the emotional response to why
students may resist new ideas. What prevented students in the crossroads from taking
action in their communities? Could it be fear of vulnerability or shame? Berkowitz
(2011) noted that fear of approval from other men could promote apathy. He found
although men “want to do the right thing” they feel pressured to follow norms in order to
fit in, including being complicit in letting negative behaviors in others continue (p.167).
As leaders, they had power and influence to make changes (e.g., gender equity, dismantle
heteronormativity, push back against toxic masculinity) in their communities, yet many
chose to stay silent or comfortable. Participants in the crossroads knew they should be
doing more and, while conflicted, were not ready to take meaningful or sustainable
action.
Lastly, no participants in the study made enough developmental strides to put
them fully in the authoring their own life stage of self-authorship. Some leaders were
getting closer; almost out of the crossroads and equipped with a deeper understanding of
masculinity, they felt ready to take action. Cedar was able to make changes in his
organization, and Clyde and John understood the importance of “showing up” as a White
man to social justice discussions. For the next step toward authoring your own life,
students will need to lead with the understanding that their privilege impacts every
interaction they have with people of all genders, and should consistently be taking
actionable steps toward creating lasting equity in their organizations and across campus.
At UVM this might look like fraternities holding events to discuss and take action against
toxic masculinity in their communities. The outdoor adventure clubs could create a
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recruitment and retention plan to ensure all genders are more equally represented both in
general membership and in leadership positions. All men’s athletic teams could better
support women’s teams and advocate for trans* inclusivity in collegiate athletics. These
are a few examples of ways that men who have sat with troubled knowledge are ready to
not only acknowledge their privilege, but also understand how they can use that privilege,
combined with their status as a campus leader to take action at UVM and eventually
beyond college.
To put student leaders’ knowledge into action, an accessible framework for
student affairs practitioners could be a useful guide to turn conversations and knowledge
into sustainable change. The following section explores how the Social Change Model of
Leadership Development (SCM) could facilitate the actions discussed above on college
campuses.
5.2 Social Change Model of Leadership Development
In my study, students held diverging views on their role as leaders and the
outcomes they envisioned for themselves and their organizations. In addressing the
question, how do college leadership experiences aid men in their journey toward selfauthorship?, I explored the intersections of motivation, leadership, and developmental
growth through modern theoretical frameworks. Although some spoke of serving others,
creating positive change in their communities, and working toward the development of
the team, some participants’ internal motivations took priority including boosting their
resume, seeing positional leaders as the only change agents in a group, or wanting to do
things “their way.” In the section below, I have overlaid the Social Change Model for
Leadership Development (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996) with findings from
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my study to provide student affairs practitioners a guide for engaging men in
developmentally significant leadership activities that enhance their interpersonal,
interpersonal, and epistemological development as well as deepen their understanding of
masculinity. The Social Change Model of Leadership Development (SCM) gives a
framework for student affairs practitioners to develop both leadership capacities and a
deeper understanding of masculinity for college men in leadership roles.
The Social Change Model of Leadership Development encourages college
students to think about leadership less as a position and more of an inclusive process to
develop leadership in all rather than solely for those in leadership roles. The SCM
includes a “process of leadership that begins with a personal commitment and selfunderstanding that is transformed through working collaboratively with others, and meant
to serve a larger, societal need or purpose” (Skendall et al., 2017, p. 1). A
recommendation from Tillapaugh and Haber-Curran’s (2016a) qualitative study of
college men’s perceptions of leadership encouraged leadership educators to utilize
frameworks like the Social Change Model of Leadership Development to inform college
men leaders’ perspectives on and practices of leadership for deeper reflection and
understanding of leadership. Their study has many similar characteristics to mine, thus
applying SCM as a useful framework for leadership development in college men is
supported by contemporary scholarship. Using SCM’s three levels (group, individual,
and community), a three-tiered approach to developmental growth has the capacity to
enhance the outcomes of leadership roles for individuals as well as deepen their
understanding of masculinity to make change in their communities. Figure 5 displays
SCM’s three core values along with the 7 C’s associated with each
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Figure 5
The Social Change Model of Leadership Development

Note. The Social Change Model of Leadership (Lane & Chapman, 2011)
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5.2.1 Group Values
The majority of participants spoke of peers and informal relationships as the
main method to facilitate growth in both learning more about masculinity and developing
their leadership capacities. Peer influence is often upheld as one of the most important
influences in college students’ decision making (Astin, 1984; Larimer et al., 2004;
Tomova & Pessoa, 2018), and, through my study, has also emerged as a significant factor
in their understanding and development around leadership and masculinity. The SCM
encourages Collaboration, Common Purpose, and Controversy with Civility as tenets of
Group Values. Dugan and Komives (2010) found that students who were engaged in
socio-cultural conversations with peers experienced the most gains in measures of
socially responsibly leadership (p. 539). Some participants spoke of a greater
understanding of masculinity through involvement, but no participants spoke of it being
facilitated through their leadership role. This is a ripe opening for student affairs
practitioners to equip college men in leadership roles to develop spaces to engage in
Controversy with Civility such as discussion groups, affinity spaces, or educational
seminars.
Furthermore, participants spoke of learning from others and the importance of the
mentorship of peers that were general members or in leadership roles. Tom described the
influence of an upperclass mentor welcoming him to the team and how he appreciated his
leadership and mentorship even though he was not in a formal leadership role. Regardless
of their role, each individual in an organization has the capacity to lead and mentor, and
student affairs practitioners and student in leadership roles are responsible for creating
this culture. This finding aligns with Tillapaugh and Haber-Curran’s (2016a) qualitative
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exploratory study on the leadership experiences of college men, which found that
“participants felt the need to cultivate leaders within the group and demonstrated a care
and concern for the future of the organization and its members” (p.143). Participants
prioritized mentorship for the stability and sustainability of the organization. Providing
environments where mentorship is encouraged, emerging leaders are given a chance to
learn from peers, and the entire organization can work together on projects and initiatives
with a shared vision (Collaboration). “Collaboration is about human relationships, about
achieving common goals by sharing responsibility, authority, and accountability,”
(Skendall et al., 2017, p. 50) thus organizations should prioritize embracing the shared
responsibility of leadership from all members to broaden the potential for mentorship
between men.
Similar to Collaboration, Common Purpose, or a shared set of aims and values,
materializes when all members of an organization build and share in vision, as well as
participate actively. Common Purpose was described by Cedar’s mentorship relationships
in his club sport. Upperclass leaders encouraged him to obtain certifications, help with
tasks, and learn the ins and outs of the organization in order to prepare him for leadership.
They truly made him part of the team and all shared equally in tasks, no matter how
pedestrian. This mentorship gave Cedar the confidence to apply for a leadership role and
eventually to step into the position of president. By leveling the hierarchy and creating a
culture in which all members shared in a common purpose and goal, Cedar became
invested in the organization, his growth as a leader, and eventually as a mentor to
underclass leaders in the organization. Cedar explained, “as a leader, now it’s my chance
to give someone else that opportunity, so learning how to deviate from that role of being

115

a very involved person to a leader who can promote that.” He understood the success and
sustainability of the organization was dependent on ushering in a new generation of
leaders, and by sharing a common purpose and values of equity, they were able to
achieve their goals.
5.2.2 Individual Values
Through trial and error, gaining experience in their role, and watching others
lead, participants spoke of gaining confidence in their leadership abilities and better
understanding themselves as leaders. This Consciousness of Self developed through being
placed in a positional leadership role in which they were being asked to take on
additional responsibilities such as leading a group without supervision, delegating tasks,
and managing conflict. This finding contradicts Dugan and Komives’s 2010 study that
found that participants in student organizations did not experience gains in the
development of the individual values of consciousness of self, congruence, and
commitment. Dugan and Komives’s study did not intentionally target leaders, but rather
students who were members of student organizations, perhaps illuminating the impact of
positional leadership roles in facilitating growth in individual values. Both John and
Steve spoke of having to step up as a leader of outdoor organizations after having the
health and safety of a group under their supervision. Cedar knew he could finish all the
tasks needed to set up meets for his group, but instead had to learn how to delegate to
usher in the next generation of leaders. Additionally, students developed a greater
consciousness of masculinity and privilege when challenged by their peers to think
differently or confront established values and ideas formed pre-college.
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Students exercising Congruence were able to lead with authenticity and take
action consistent with their values. Josh was passionate about making positive changes in
the fraternity community – recognizing their reputation, actions, and values were often
misaligned. Cedar described fighting to change the name of his organization to one that
was more gender inclusive, yet no other participants spoke of aligning their actions with
newfound understanding of masculinity or gender. Other participants had yet to put
Congruence into action when asked about how their newfound understanding of gender
influenced their actions as a leader. Specific to gender, no participants took action to
make lasting, systemic changes in their organizations to further gender equity or embed a
culture where masculinity can be discussed, analyzed, and reflected upon. This area of
growth for college men in leadership roles could be explored by student affairs
practitioners to become an expectation of being an involved leader on campus. To
achieve this, student affairs practitioners should focus on creating environments in which
students are given space to not only reflect on their values, but also steps to take to put
them into action. Furthermore, if peers step up to create organizational values in which
congruence is valued, their influence could lead to profound changes on the culture of
universities. Although participants may have strengthened their values and gained
confidence through leadership positions, they needed the extra push to put those values
and intrapersonal development into action.
Commitment was a double-edged sword for some participants and the driving
force for engagement for others. Leaders like Steve and Josh at times felt pushed into
leadership roles and took on the position out of a sense of loyalty to the organization.
Neither of them lived up to the obligations of their roles and felt unfulfilled. Josh learned
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he should only commit to a leadership position if he was all in and discovered an
important lesson about spreading himself too thin. Other participants enthusiastically
stepped up to lead because of their commitment to the organization. They were
passionate about the work, and that shone through in their ability to lead with confidence.
Commitment made it possible for leaders to enact change. Cedar had visions of bringing
his club to the next level and spent his tenure as president entering the organization in
larger competitions, contracting with guest speakers, and prioritizing underclass
mentorship. His love and commitment for the sport fueled his desire to leave the
organization better than when he started. Student affairs practitioners need to be aware of
the commitment level and leadership capacity of students before they accept a role.
Pushing students who are not ready or committed could lead to minimal developmental
growth for the individual and perhaps negative outcomes for the organization. Although
some students may need a confidence boost to lead, others simply may be hesitant
because their heart is not in it.
5.2.3 Society/Community Values
Through Citizenship, leaders are connected to the greater community and work to
address the community’s needs. In the context of the SCM, Citizenship “means more
than membership; it implies active engagement of the individual and the leadership in an
effort to service the community…the value of caring about others” (Skendall et al., 2017,
p. 52). What would it look like if college men in leadership roles at UVM came together
to discuss the impact men have on their community? There are few (perhaps no)
opportunities or spaces at UVM for men in leadership roles to engage in critical
conversations and take action to better the greater community. As leaders on campus,
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they should feel a shared responsibility to address the needs of the community and use
their privilege (both as men and leaders) to make lasting and systemic change. Yet, they
did not feel called to collaborate, nor were they challenged to do so. Encouraging shared
responsibility within groups of privilege should be encouraged by student affairs
practitioners and fostered by men in leadership roles. To enact Citizenship, the culture of
these organizations will need to shift towards a focus of action to the community rather
than such a strong emphasis on individual achievement.
The Social Change Model of Leadership Development provides a useful
framework and decades of scholarship to support the intersections of college men’s
developmental growth, motivation, and leadership. Adding masculinity and gender as
layers provides student affairs practitioners, scholars, and student leaders with a deeper
understanding of the types of environments and conditions needed to encourage
developmental growth in men who are student leaders. In the following section, I explore
the limitations of this study and then provide recommendations based upon the SCM and
existing scholarship for student affairs practitioners, student leaders, and scholars to
utilize the results of this study to foster developmental growth for college men in
leadership roles.
5.3 Limitations
Constructivist research relies on creating connection and trust between researcher
and participants to co-create knowledge by interpreting personal experiences. “One of the
major strengths of constructivism is the rapport that the inquirer and the interviewee
maintain during the process of the research” (Mutepa, 2016, p. 5). This was more difficult
to achieve via video call because participants often had roommates and a lack of privacy
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during these calls, which made building trust and rapport more challenging. Connectivity
issues and background distractions often took away from the connection I attempted to
build with participants. The medium of video may have contributed to more surface level
responses from participants in instances when I hoped they would provide deeper
reflections.
Conducting interviews over video call may have also impacted who decided to
participate in the study, especially during a period of heavy “Zoom fatigue”(‘Zoom
Fatigue’ Is Taxing the Brain. Here’s Why That Happens., 2020) in fall of 2020.
Participants who may have been interested in an in-person interview could have opted out
because of the medium used for virtual interviews was particularly taxing. Most of the
calls were in the evening after a long day of video calls for my job, thus I often longed for
in-person connections with participants. For both researcher and participant, video calls
may have impacted how we interacted with one another.
Longitudinal interviews could provide rich data if leaders were interviewed or
surveyed when they are new to a position and throughout their tenure at UVM. Many
studies that employed self-authorship are longitudinal or researchers were able to
interview participants multiple times (Baxter Magolda, 1999; Baxter Magolda & King,
2012; Magolda, 1992; Perez, 2017; Torres & Hernandez, 2007). For my study, I
interviewed participants once, followed by a focus group a few months later. This gave
participants some time to reflect on their interview, but was unable to capture true
developmental growth over this relatively short period of time. In my study, participants
were asked to reflect on past experiences, thus recall bias could have been an issue.
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Interviews conducted both during and after college could shed light on the impact of
college leadership in life beyond UVM.
Sampling limitations were present due to the location of the study. The majority
of participants were White, straight men; all were cisgender. Eight of ten participants
identified as straight/heterosexual. These demographics were representative of the UVM
student population at the time of the study, but not representative of college students
across all universities. Generalizability of this study should be limited to midsized,
public, predominately White universities. Replication with a more diverse sample of
students may produce different results and could illuminate the experiences of
marginalized populations’ experiences with gender, leadership, and motivation.
Furthermore, participants from my sample were recruited through my relationships with
staff across campus, since there was not an accessible way to contact all students at
UVM. This limited the outreach to networks I had established during my time at UVM,
further limiting the diversity of sample.
Participants who voluntarily signed up this a study may intrinsically be more selfmotivated, or willing to help, thus skewing data related to motivation to lead. Participants
motivated to participate in a study might also have similar internal motivations that
pushed them to lead. They may have shown stronger internal motivations to lead than a
sample of college men that did not volunteer for a study.
Throughout the study, I was aware of reflexivity, the “fact that the researcher is
part of the world he or she studies” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 123) and how participants
interacted with me based on my positionality and identity. My role of dual researcher and
practitioner had its advantages, such as direct access to participants, working knowledge
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of the research site, and familiarity with their organizations, but also created challenges
and limitations. Social desirability bias, or “a tendency to present reality to align with
what is perceived to be socially acceptable,” (Bergen & Labonté, 2020, p. 783)
particularly when discussing gender and masculinity could have been a limiting factor in
this study. When working with a researcher who is also a practitioner at their university,
the tendency to present themselves in a positive way may have impacted these students’
responses to questions. Additionally, I could not separate my dual identities as
researcher-practitioner over the course of the study, nor could I step outside my identity
as a woman. These three identities impacted how this study was designed, my
interactions with participants, as well as my analysis of the data. Bias is a factor not to be
eliminated but addressed. Maxwell (2013) explained:
Qualitative research is primarily concerned with understanding how a
particular researcher’s values and expectations may have influenced the conduct
and conclusions of the study (which may be either positive or negative) and
avoiding the negative consequences of these. (p. 122)
As a woman and a student affairs practitioner, I want to see men take a larger role in
combatting gender-based bias, violence, and toxic masculinity, and believe leadership
and involvement is a vehicle for change. As a researcher, I acknowledge that past
scholarship and contemporary research are one method to learn about men in leadership
roles and provide suggestions for practitioners to enact these changes. These beliefs serve
as a driving factor for my work as a practitioner and my motivation as a researcher, yet
may also serve as limitation and present as bias at times during this study, regardless of
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validity checks and reflexivity enacted throughout the study. Readers of this study should
consider my identities and possible biases when engaging with this research.
5.4 Implications and Suggestions for Practice and Scholarship
Findings from this study indicate that positional leadership roles have a positive
impact on men’s growth in college when college men find the motivation to lead. With
the exception of one participant, leadership did not serve as a catalyst for college men to
learn more about gender and explore their masculinity, thus interventions are needed on
behalf of student affairs practitioners and student leaders. Additionally, the intersections
of leadership, motivation, and masculinity provide emerging findings for scholars of selfauthorship and the Social Change Model of Leadership Development.
5.4.1 Practitioner
Student affairs practitioners have a responsibility to engage men in conversations
around masculinity and gender to foster their developmental growth and further gender
equity on campus. Furthermore, changes in men could yield positive changes on college
campuses around sexual misconduct, high-risk drug and alcohol use, and conduct
violations. Tillapaugh & McGowan (2019) suggested:
There is a direct need for higher education professionals, faculty, staff, and
administrators, to be cognizant of the ways men are grappling with the
socialization of masculinities in their lives and the often confusing and sometimes
conflicting messages about what it means to be a man in today’s world. (p. 3)
Below are some recommendations based on findings from this study around how to
create environments for developmental growth in college men in leadership roles.
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Peer influence is important not only in motivating men to pursue leadership, but
also in encouraging developmental growth. Additionally, informal, peer environments
were the most cited ways men expanded their understanding of gender. Student affairs
practitioners should create events, environments, and opportunities for informal learning,
peer connection and reflection. The SCM provides a useful framework to enact these
changes by encouraging growth through the set of group values. Student affairs
practitioners need to intentionally create opportunities for peers to learn from each other
and mentor men around positive behaviors. Findings from the Multi-Institutional Study
of Leadership (J. Dugan et al., 2013) showed a strong connection between students’
amount of contact with a campus mentor and their capacity to lead. Positive outcomes
can also be credited to active faculty and staff mentors and older men modeling
appropriate ways of expressing masculinity that invite vulnerability (Harris et al., 2011).
These mentorship relationships have the ability to not only positively impact the
leadership outcomes of individuals, but also to teach men about healthier ways to
understand masculinity. Smith et al. (2019) encouraged campuses to assess which traits
and behaviors of hegemonic masculinity are most present on campus and to target efforts
based on those individual issues.
Additionally, Baxter Magolda’s Learning Partnership Model (2004) makes the leap
from self-authorship theory to practice by using a practitioner’s framework for creating
conditions and environments that promote developmental growth and self-authorship. A
combination of these tools and resources could guide student affairs practitioners to
partner with student leaders to create environments, impactful practices, and shared space
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for reflection to put SCM into action to change the negative behaviors of men on college
campuses and create greater gender equity in their communities.
Community and reflection are two important elements to promote meaning
making around gender and leadership. Participants of the focus group noted that few to
no experiences were available for them to meet with other men in leadership roles on
campus to have discussions about leadership and masculinity. Tillapaugh and McGowan
(2019) advised:
It is imperative that faculty and staff create spaces where college men can come
together to reflect on how masculinity plays a role in their lives and understand
the power and privilege they have based on their gender identity. We want to
extend that awareness to action and have college men also begin to understand
that they can use their privilege in powerful ways as allies and can advocate with
others and eradicate power structures and systems that marginalize and
subordinate others. (p. 16)
Beatty and Tillapaugh (2017) recommended practitioners “call-in” men when they see
negative examples of hegemonic masculinity by practicing liberatory pedagogy to enable
men to see the destructive nature of their behaviors on themselves and others (p. 53).
Lastly, student affairs practitioner should pay close attention to the identities of
men on their campuses and their unique needs when creating experiences for men in
leadership roles. Tillapaugh and McGowan (2019) urged practitioners to take an
intersectional view of masculinity and recognize that one monolithic experience does not
exist. Student affair’s programming, approach, and assessment should center around
intersectionality to specifically address issues on each college campus that may be unique
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to its students, but also pay attention to men “in the margins” who may not see their
experiences or identities represented in leadership or social spaces on campus.
5.4.2 Student Leaders
Men in positional leadership roles on college campuses also have a responsibility
to mentor and guide other men. Participants in this study spoke about the growth they
experienced in college by being exposed to people different from themselves and
progressive ideas that differed from messaging they internalized prior to coming to
college. The first step is for men in these roles to learn more about gender and
masculinity and its harmful effects not only on others, but also on themselves. Critically
examining where they internalized external voices and working to develop a stronger
internal foundation will enable them to recognize areas for self-improvement and
organizational growth.
Enacting change was an area of growth for most participants in this study.
Students in leadership roles should push themselves and one another outside their
comfort zone beyond education into action. Taking an inventory of areas of growth for
their organization and creating action steps is one method to start to make incremental
changes that may eventually lead to a larger cultural shift.
Mentorship was an import factor for motivation to lead and could serve as a
catalyst for organizational change. Men in leadership roles in college should create
informal or formal mentorship relationships with new members of their organizations to
“pass the torch” to ensure there are future leaders of their group as well as to impart the
organization’s values. This can be accomplished by creating community around
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conversations, or within the context of the SCM, building community to eventually move
toward controversy with civility. As Tillapaugh and McGowan (2019) wrote:
Many of these men are craving conversations and true, genuine connection with
other people in their lives, yet they are not always equipped with the tools
necessary to build those relationships or even act authentically because upholding
restrictive masculine norms can impede one’s ability to be genuine and open with
others. (p. 4)
Jewkes (2015) continued, “allowing space to engage with men’s vulnerability is a key
element in exploring masculine identities, as well as allowing men to feel supported and
accepted, rather than blamed and judged” (p. 119). As leaders, college men can role
model positive behavior, build community through authenticity and vulnerability, and
prioritize the individual and group values espoused by the SCM.
5.4.3 Scholar
Masculinity studies with college students as the subject have gained traction in
the last two decades and more recently have focused on in the influence of masculinity on
men’s experience in college as well as their leadership style (Beatty & Tillapaugh, 2017).
This study contributes to this body of literature by combining self-authorship and
motivation to lead through the lens of masculinity and gender identity. The small scope
and sample homogeneity of this study lends itself to replication on a larger, more diverse
and generalizable scale. Studies conducted at multiple universities in diverse settings
could provide insight into whether a lack of motivation to lead is present at other
institutions or is a unique phenomenon to UVM.
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Further studies could examine how tools developed from the SCM could be used
to examine the effectiveness college men in positional leadership roles and their
willingness to unlearn masculinity scripts (such as hegemonic masculinity) and advocate
for gender equity. For example, the Socially Responsible Leadership Scale (SRLS)
measures SCM values leadership capacities in individuals. This scale is focused on
behavior rather than traits, which could provide insight into the effectiveness of leaders
and organizations to enact social change (Tyree, 2008).
Studies of self-authorship are best supported by longitudinal studies, which was
not possible within the timeline of a dissertation. Interviews with college students at
multiple points during college would provide additional data points to help triangulate
student development over time. Communicating with participants past college to ask
questions about the long-term impact of leadership on their development could provide
rich data for more accurate reflective reflection.
I was able to conduct comparative analysis between college men who led all
men’s groups and those who led mixed gender groups. A study of men who lead men’s
only organizations could provide additional depth and analysis on the impact of singlegender spaces on men’s perceptions of masculinity and leadership. Furthermore, a more
diverse sampling of college men could lead to different conclusions around motivation,
developmental growth, and masculinity, knowing that men do not make meaning through
a monolithic experience. Their multiple, intersecting identities are the lens through which
they make sense of their surroundings. Lastly, critical frameworks would be helpful in
unpacking the privileges of men in leadership spaces, especially through an examination
of men with both marginalized and privileged identities.
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5.5 Conclusion
Findings from this study shed light on the leadership motivations of college men
at UVM to help practitioners understand how to reach men to encourage them to pursue
leadership roles. This study provides implications and suggestions for student affairs
practitioners and student leaders to build off my findings to create intentional, reflective,
and developmentally significant leadership experiences for college men. Viewed through
the lens of gender, practitioners have resources to infuse masculinity education and
reflection into leadership opportunities so men can then serve as mentors to usher in a
new generation of college leaders who create more equitable organizations. Implications
for scholarship can reach well beyond UVM to further explore the experiences of college
men in leadership roles through the lens of masculinity and leadership. Findings from this
study have the potential to create action to correct some of the negative behaviors
manifesting in college men that have a direct impact on college communities. The
marriage of scholarship and practice has the ability to combine qualitative data with
practitioner experience to provide positive outcomes for both individuals and their
communities through the intersections of masculinity, self-authorship, and leadership.
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Appendix A
Informed Consent Form
Information and Purpose: The interview for which you are being asked to participate
in, is a part of a research study that is focused on examining college men who serve in
leadership positions at the University of Vermont. The researcher is also interested in the
motivations of men to pursue leadership roles in college. The purpose of this study is to
gain a better understanding of not only motivation to lead, but also how college men
make meaning of gender and masculinity through involvement in leadership roles.
Your Participation: Your participation in this study will consist of an interview lasting
approximately one hour. This interview will be hosted on Microsoft Teams and recorded
to later be used for transcription. There may be additional follow-up/clarification through
email, unless otherwise requested by participant. You will be asked a series of questions
about how you became interested in leadership and your understanding of gender and
masculinity. Additionally, you will participate in two written exercises as part of the
interview; a mapping exercise to explore your path to your current leadership role, and a
gender activity that focuses on how you perceive gender and masculinity.
Confidentiality: Privacy will be ensured through confidentiality, and all recordings and
transcripts will be stored on an encrypted, password protected external hard drive. Your
name and identifying information will not be associated with any part of the written
report of the research. All of your information and interview responses will be kept
confidential. The researcher will not share your individual responses with anyone other
than the dissertation advisor. Pseudonyms will be used for all participants and persons
and organizations referenced during the interview. Participation is voluntary and the
interviewee has the right to terminate the interview at any time.
Benefits and Risks: The benefit of your participation is to contribute to knowledge
around how UVM can best engage men in leadership activities as well as selfexploration. Additionally, participants may gain insights on motivations for pursuing
leadership, as well as a deepened understanding around masculinity and gender. There
are no risks associated with participating in the study.
If you have any questions or concerns, please contact the researcher at
kstango@uvm.edu.
By signing below, I acknowledge that I have read and understand the above information. I
am aware that I can discontinue my participation in the study at any time.
Signature____________________________________________ Date______________
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Appendix B
Interview Questions
The two tables below show examples of how interview questions and questions paired
with activities are framed in the three developmental dimensions of self-authorship in
order to answer the study’s research questions.
Self-Authorship Theme

Interview Questions

Interpersonal Development

• Is there someone who motivated you to
become a leader?
• How do you lead others?
• Are there men you look up to as leaders? What
qualities do you admire in them?
• What difference do you hope to make for
others through leadership?

Intrapersonal Development

• Why did you decide to pursue a leadership role
in college?
• Why is leadership important to you?
• How would you describe yourself as a leader?
• What conditions make you a more effective
leader? What are roadblocks?
• What motivates you in this leadership role?
• What leadership aspirations do you have for
the future?
• What kind of leader do you want to be?

Epistemological
Development

• Where did you first learn about leadership?
How has that changed over time? How has that
changed now that you have more leadership
experience?
• What did you learn about leadership from
other leaders?
• How have you continued to educate yourself
as a leader?
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Activity

Research
Question

Epistemological Interpersonal Intrapersonal

Leadership What
Mapping
motivates
college men
at UVM to
pursue
positional
leadership
opportunities
while in
college?

How did you
first learn about
leadership?

Leadership
Mapping +
Gender
Box

How are
college men
at UVM
making
meaning of
their
positional
leadership
roles during
their
undergraduate
careers
through the
lens of
masculinity
and gender
identity?

Who taught you
“how to be a
man”? What
messages did
you internalize
about
masculinity?

Gender
Box

How do
leadership
experiences
aid men in
their journey
toward selfauthorship?

How has college How do you
challenge your
lead other
understanding of men?
masculinity and
self? How has
your
understanding
changed about
yourself?

How can
involvement
in leadership
activities in
college serve
as a disruptor

How do you
lead others?

H
ow would you
describe
yourself as a
leader?
What has
leadership
taught you
about
yourself?

141

Are there men
that are
leaders in
your life that
had an impact
on you? If so,
please
describe their
influence on
you.

How has
being a leader
on campus
influenced
how you think
about your
gender?

Who are you
“as a man”?

to help men
critically
examine
external
formulas
relating to
gender and
masculinity?
Interview
Questions

Synthesis of
all research
questions

How has
involvement in
leadership
influenced how
you think about
gender?

How do you
talk to other
men about
masculinity or
being a man?

How has
leadership
influenced
how you
“show up” as
a man?

What do you
now know about
leading as a man
that you didn’t
know when you
first took this
role?

How do you
discuss
masculinity
with other
men in
leadership
roles? With
men in (insert
organization
name)?

What
motivates you
to continue to
lead? If you’re
no longer
motivated to
lead, what
changed for
you?

If you could
give advice to
a man
stepping into
your role next
year, what
would it be
and why?
How do you
motivate other
men to pursue
leadership?
How might
you pass the
torch?
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Appendix C
Leadership Mapping Example
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Appendix D
Gender Box Example
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Appendix E
Codes
List of Commons Themes and Categories
CODE
DESCRIPTION
Development
EPIS Epistemological development
INTER Interpersonal development
INTRA Intrapersonal development
Self-authorship
AUTH Becoming author of one’s life
CROSS Crossroads
FF Following Formulas
Gender
GNORM Gender Norms
MASC Masculinity
Influence
ADULT Adult influence
MENTOR Mentorship
PEER Peer influence
PARTNER Romantic partner influence
Intersections
GENLEAD Gender & Leadership
INTSCT Intersectionality
RACE Race
Motivation
BORED Bored or needed to keep busy
CAREER Career or academic motivations
DIFF Make a difference (in community or for
others)
FRIEND To make friends/connections
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SELF Self-improvement
LOVE Passionate, love to do it
ENCOUR Encouraged to apply by someone else
FELL Fell into leadership, wasn't pursuing it.
"one thing led to another"
LEADTO When one leadership role leads to another
COMM Sense of community/belonging
ACC Sense of accomplishment
Undefined
BEST I want to be the best/competitive nature
FORM Formative experience
UNDACH Underachieving, not living up to potential
MENTAL Mental health
LEAD Leadership
HIGH High school leadership
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